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Since 1880, Ireland was producing a generation of young writers who 
played a crucial role in the creative and intellectual awakening of Irish 
culture which came to be known as the Celtic Renaissance. The Irish 
Literary Renaissance was the result of the collective efforts of diverse 
talents in the fields of foJ^te^^IfS^^IPWranslation, poetry, and drama. 
Under the leadership of the'W.'B. YeatS^^N^l^ovement was supported by 
the folklorist Douglas Hyde, the novelists JaWie| Joyce and George Moore, 
the translator and dramatist Lady Augusta Gregory, the poet and editor M, 
and the dramatist John Millingtpjj^ Sfynge. ^atli contributed to the dramatic 
literature presented on the stage of the Abbey Theatre and all these writers 
shared the desire for the establishment of a national literature that would 
express what they considered distinctive about the Irish imagination. 
J. M. Synge is regarded as the most distinguished dramatist of the 
Irish Literary Renaissance. This reputation rests on the output of his final 
seven years: six plays, two of which. Riders to the Sea and The Playboy of 
the Western World, are considered as masterpieces. These plays in 
particular, exhibit the characteristic qualities of intense lyric speech drawn 
from the native language and dialects of Ireland, romantic characterization 
in primitive settings, and dramatic construction after the classics of 
European drama. The major themes central to Synge's work are, illusion 
versus reality and the relationship between human beings and the natural 
world. 
The Celtic Revival identifies the remarkably creative period in Irish 
literature from about 1880 to the death of William Butler Yeats in 1939. 
The aim of Yeats and other early leaders of the movement, was to create a 
distinctively national literature by going back to Irish history, legend, and 
folklore, as well as to nafive literary models. This was due to the political 
need for establishing an individual Irish identity. There was an attempt to 
revitalize the native language and religion of Irish Celts. These playwrights 
founded a new theatre in 1904 called the Abbey Theatre, to develop and 
propagate the native Irish culture and language. The Abbey Theatre served 
as the stage for many new Irish writers and playwrights of the time-
The Abbey's fortunes worsened in January 1907 when the opening 
of Synge's The Playboy of the Western ^or/t/resulted in civil disturbance. 
The nationalists believed that the theatre was insufficiently political and 
took offence at Synge's use of the word 'shifts', as it was known at the time 
as a symbol representing adultery, and hence was seen as a stigma on the 
virtue of Irish womanhood. The theatre's decision was not to stage Synge's 
next—and last completed—play, The Tinker's Wedding (1908), for fear of 
further disturbances. In his preface to The Tinker's Wedding, Synge 
mentioned that the "drama, like the symphony, does not teach or prove 
anything" and that the country people [the clergy included], " who have so 
much humour themselves, will mind being laughed at without malice, as the 
people in every country have been laughed at in their own comedies". But, 
at that time, Yeats was not optimistic and he felt that the play would cause 
too much trouble for his young theatre, and Synge also seemed to have 
agreed. 
Synge's entry into the theatrical world of Dublin was by no means 
triumphant one. Almost all his major plays, at first, failed to attract the 
audience and his The Shadow of the Glen and Playboy of the Western 
World, were received with indifference and hostility. Hence in the present 
study an attempt has been made to explore Synge's quest for the essential 
national identity in Ireland by presenting the authentic Irish elements in his 
plays to stir Irish national consciousness. The story of Synge's reputation in 
Ireland is one of the most painful and discreditable chapters in the country's 
cultural history. For many years, from the hostile reception accorded to his 
first staged play, he was criticised and reviled by the critics and distrusted 
by theatregoers, who boycotted his plays on Dublin stage until long after 
the dramafist's death in 1909. 
The proposed thesis analyses Synge's dramas from a mythological 
perspective and Christian forbearance to validate the themes of the plays in 
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the Irish context. Chapter One, Introduction, in the present study, introduces 
the native Irish cuhure and highUghts the key traits of the Celtic mythology 
and folklore. It, then, discusses the various foreign invasions of Ireland, 
their influence on the Irish country life and subsequent destruction of Irish 
cultural heritage which resulted in the 'dark ages' of Irish culture. With the 
arrival of Christianity in Ireland in the fourth and fifth centuries AD, the 
native pagan religion of Ireland suffered a fatal blow and most of the pagan 
population was converted into Christianity. Irish struggle to preserve its 
literary wealth could have proved futile because Druids (Celtic learned 
people) left no written document about their religion and culture, but 
fortunately the Christian monks had written it down and thus the records of 
early Celtic literature survive. Though we fmd the largest number of 
recorded material in Ireland yet we may not trust its Celtic originality 
because its writers are from different cultures and their influence on their 
writings cannot be ignored. The chapter also attempts to provide few details 
on the New Theatre Movement, started in Ireland in Synge's times to 
glorify the rich Celtic past. Though Synge's contemporaries had already 
brought folk elements and lyricism of the Celtic past to the Irish theatre but 
it was only with him that the Irish audiences found a new sort of folk 
realism and Celtic poetic fervour in drama. 
In Chapter Two "Synge's Treatment of Christianity and Paganism: 
Return to the Primitive World of Rituals," the attempt is to throw light on 
ancient paganism and the arrival of Christianity in Ireland. It also discusses 
the dilemma of Irish peasants to choose a 'peaceful' way of life between 
Christianity and paganism as reflected in Synge's plays. This dilemma has 
been summarised by Synge in a famous line from his play The Well of the 
Saints, which says: The lord protect us from the saints of God' (Synge, 
Plays 116). The argument presented here is that Synge's attempt to revive 
the pagan 'primitiveness', which he perceived as being the actual guiding 
force behind the everyday life of the islanders during his stay in the Aran 
Islands and Wicklow, is justified in his plays. In Synge's dramas one can 
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notice that Christianity is troubled by the deeply pagan emotion which 
Synge was always quick to detect beneath the surface of Aran Catholicism. 
His plays are skilfully drafted around the concept of 'return to the primitive 
world of rituals' and negation of the 'forced' religious practices of the 
'other' religion. Synge was well aware of this fact and that is why, he 
initially stopped the performance of his play The Tinker's Wedding, largely 
because of a scene where a priest is tied up in a sack. According to him, this 
scene, as he wrote to the publisher Elkin Mathews in 1905, would probably 
upset "a good many of our Dublin friends". The present study also suggests 
that the Christian Church was not only less generous to its pagan 
forerunners in Ireland, but also mutilated their Celtic deities. Synge, in his 
plays, made ample use of the old Irish pagan beliefs to revive the lost glory 
of the Celtic religion and in doing so he adopted a modem outlook which 
hurt the Christian feelings of many. But, here, one must not forget that his 
writings are inspired from his actual experiences in the Aran Islands. Synge 
did not invent anything himself; rather he used the beliefs of the 'essentially 
pagan' people to serve his purpose through the plays. 
Synge's growing interest in old Irish myths and folklore to rekindle 
the glory of Celtic Ireland through his plays, has been discussed in Chapter 
Three "The 'Syngean' World of Mythology and Folklore: Ardour for Irish 
Myths and Legends." The chapter focuses on the fact that Synge had made 
ample use of the Irish mythology and folklore in his plays to revive the 
diminishing Celtic literature in his own unique way. Some of the major 
Irish mythological deities, legends and fairy-people are mentioned in the 
chapter whose major characteristics are either shared by Synge's characters 
in his plays or the peasants believe in some of the customs related to them. 
Some similarities with certain Celtic folklore are also traced in Synge's 
plays and have been mentioned in the chapter. His play Deirdre of the 
Sorrows is based on an Irish folklore and apart from this many incidents are 
similar to old mythology and folklore. The chapter is an attempt to interpret 
myths and folklore in his plays because unlike other revivalists, his plays 
are not wholly based on the mythic structure (except his last and unfinished 
Deirdre of the Sorrows). Synge has made use of only those mythological 
and folkloric patterns which were present in the conversations and actions 
of the peasants as Synge himself noticed during his Aran visits. The theme 
of The Well of the Saints is highly fantastic, and Deirdre of the Sorrows is 
based on an Irish legendary character. Riders to the Sea is famous for 
Maurya's vision and the Playboy of the Western World appears to be a 
parody of great ancient myths. Except for his last, unfinished play Deirdre 
of the Sorrows, however, Synge did not choose to employ a myth-structure 
which was readily available and had already served dramatists like Yeats. 
He was not willing to sacrifice, even in Deirdre of the Sorrows, unique, 
individual, psychological drama for something "Cuchulainoid" or "spring-
dayish". Synge's Deirdre is a heroine of real life, full of passions and real 
blood and above ail she too struggles helplessly against fate like any other 
character in Synge's plays. Myth is never permitted to obscure the drama of 
the individual in Synge's plays. It is incorporated, as it were, into an 
individual's conscious or intuitive being. 
The present thesis aims to justify the fact that the common Irish 
islander's belief in mythology and folklore is fimi and its significance in 
Synge's plays cannot be negated. Synge's interest in the occult, dreams and 
premonitions helped him to understand the fairy lore of the country people. 
Synge never interfered with the views of his characters which were 
delineated on the basis of real primitive community because their 
experiences provided the best test to reality. The people were nearer to the 
primary truth because they were closer to nature. Irish peasants are a vehicle 
in conveying old Celtic myths because they are the modern practifioners of 
what had existed before. As their beliefs are sfill the same, their 
counterparts in Synge's plays do justify the usage of old mythical beliefs 
and folklore of Ireland. Tales about the likelihood of being kidnapped by 
fairies on certain days were connected to rituals of protection, such as 
wearing clothes backwards and carrying iron pins in the scarf Chapter 
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Three thus, attempts to justify by drawing various examples of Irish myths 
and folklore and their similarity with several incidents and rituals presented 
in Synge's plays, that Synge did make ample use of Irish mythology and 
folklore in his plays with the help of his peasant characters. By doing so, he 
has made a successful attempt to revive Celtic mythology. 
In Chapter Four "Synge's Role in Shaping the Irish national 
Consciousness: A Question on the Round Table," the social significance of 
his plays is examined through the examples of Irish National Theatre and 
Irish society's mutually-affective relationship and the non-receptiveness of 
Synge's dramas by the Irish society. The study analyses how different 
patterns of Irish national consciousness co-exist in Synge's plays and how 
Synge has played a significant role in the ancient Irish cultural revival by 
portraying islanders with their 'primitive' faith. Despite being primitive, his 
characters exude modern outlook to life. The analysis identifies the 
importance of different storylines of Synge's major plays through which he 
has tried to position Irish idenfity. The analysis also focuses to idenfify that 
Synge, through his dramas, has made an attempt to bring in a new wave of 
modernisation in Ireland which can be achieved by returning to nafive Irish 
traditions. 
.Tohn Millington Synge was a revolutionary playwright during a 
transformative period in Irish history. His gift, however, was not that of 
uniting people in a common cause. Synge's genius was provocative, 
disturbing, and challenging. Synge's use of his personal knowledge of Aran 
life and Celtic mythology and folklore in his plays provides everyman and 
woman, whether Protestant or Catholic or Pagan, a primitive and admirable 
narrative of an exceptional people. All biblical references, for example the 
vision of the riders in Riders to the Sea, expose the gap between the 
opposing faiths. Any Christian allusion in the play is wholly eclipsed by a 
great hegemony of Pagan references. Furthermore, he claims that many of 
the biblical references are neither religious nor biblical. For example, many 
of the prayers and references to God are turned into idioms and only idioms. 
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They are parts of common exchange. The vision in Riders to the Sea is 
ahnost certainly a reminder of local legend than to biblical mythology. 
Whereas many have claimed that Christianity and Paganism co-exist in 
Synge's plays, some scholars argue that mythology as a subject is absent 
from Synge's first five plays. Still others maintain that the troubled 
playwright imbued his stories with rich fairy lore. They began with what 
and when Synge began, in an oppressive and evangelical Protestant 
household, where truth exists but so does hell. Synge had become an atheist 
early in life and turned away from the Church. In place of religion he 
commenced his study of the occult and according to Edward Stephens, his 
nephew, Synge's growing interest in dreams and premonitions and vision 
helped him to understand the lore of the country people. It is reported that 
Synge continued reading the Bible for its aesthetic appeal while he began 
dabbling in folklore, theosophy and magic. Synge, on his first visit to the 
Aran Islands was more impressed by the pre-Christian Pagan folklore that 
was still evident in the speech and stories of the Aran people than by their 
Catholic heritage as proved by Synge's accounts in his book-length journal 
The Aran Islands. 
This research work intends to highlight, analyze and present Synge's 
treatment of Christianity and paganism, myth and folklore, in his plays. 
Since the body of his plays is small, only six full-length and one act plays, 
the chapter divisions are also fewer in number. AH plays are also 
experiments with a highly rhythmic language and fine form dramatic 
structure in accordance with Synge's view of the symphonic and musical 
nature of existence. 
* In the present thesis, as nearly as possible, the MLA Formatting and Style 
Guide, 7th edition (2009) has been followed. 
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The Aran Islands are a group of three islands—Inishmore, the largest; Inishmaan the 
second-largest; and Inisheer the snnallest—located at the mouth of the Galway Bay 
on the west coast of Ireland. John Millington Synge visited the Aran Islands in 1898 
and stayed there for the following five summers. Synge minutely observed the life of 
the Aran people and based on his experiences on the islands, he wrote his plays. He 
also wrote a book-length journal The Aran Islands, which was completed in 1901 
and published in 1907. 
CHAPTER ONE 
Singh 1 
Introduction 
The Genesis of the Native Culture of Ireland: Birth of a Civilisation 
The Irish mainland is a large island in the Atlantic Ocean with some smaller 
islands off each coastline. 'Eire,' the name once given to the country as a 
whole, is now politically divided between the Republic of Ireland and 
Northern Ireland (which is a part of the United Kingdom). To understand 
this unusual configuration and its meaning for Irish literature, it is necessary 
to understand something of the Irish history. 
Over nine thousand years ago, most of Ireland was covered with ice 
until the end of the last Ice Age. Earliest settlers, probably hunters in search 
of deer and elk, must have come to Ireland from Britain and continental 
Europe around 8000 BC. As the Ice Age ended, water levels rose and left 
Ireland and Britain isolated as islands. Mesolithic huts have been recovered 
from the northern part of Ireland and are dated between 7000BC-6500 BC. 
Agriculture followed with the Neolithic Age around 4500-2500 BC when 
sheep, goats, cattle and cereals were imported from the Iberian Peninsula 
(located in the extreme south-west of Europe and includes the modem-day 
sovereign states of Spain, Portugal and Andorra, as well as the British 
Overseas Territory of Gibraltar). Hunting and gathering gave way to 
farming around 3000 BC. Evidence of this Neolithic culture exists in 
excavations around Lough Gur (south-east of Limerick) and Newgrange (in 
the Boyne Valley, north-west of Dublin). The chief crops were wheat and 
barley. 
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The Bronze Age, defined by the use of metal, began around 2500 
BC, with technology changing people's everyday lives during this period 
through innovations such as the wheel, harnessing oxen, weaving textiles, 
brewing alcohol, and skilful metalworking, which produced new weapons 
and tools, along with fine gold decoration and jewellery. Bronze Age 
people (the Beaker People) probably lived in wattle and daub huts in small 
settlements with their cattle protected by a stockade. Some lived on 
artificial islands, called 'crannogs'. 
The Iron Age in Ireland is traditionally associated with people 
known as the 'Celts'. The Celts were commonly thought to have colonised 
Ireland in a series of invasions between the eighth and first centuries BC. 
They were the actual ancestors of present-day Irish, immigrated around 600 
BC, followed by a second wave around the 100 BC. This was the period of 
the La Tene culture. The Gaels, the last wave of Celts, were said to have 
divided the island into five or more kingdoms after conquering it. They 
produced the famous gold torques and ornamented scabbards. Their capital 
was probably Armagh (near Dublin). 
The Celts came from Central Europe and crossed Italy, Spain, France 
and Britain. The peasantry supported pastoral farming, hunting and raiding. 
The Irish land was thickly wooded, stony but at the same time, fertile. The 
Celts established small states in which families owned their lands and herds 
but gave allegiance to a local king or chief who increased his land by war. 
The kingdoms or 'Tuathas' (tribes) comprised five provinces or 'fifths' 
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consisting of Ulster, Meath, Leinster, Munster, and Connaught. There was 
no single ruler of the country, though chieftains such as Brian Boru 
sometimes claimed the position of 'High King'. 
The word 'Ceh' does not define a single race or a tribe; similarly, 
^Cehic' also does not signify a centralised terni that all Celts everywhere 
had the same feeling for nature, worshipped same gods and performed same 
rituals. The Cehs were neither a people related by blood nor just fair-
skinned, freckled and red haired tribe, but, 
. . . it is presumed they share an inborn mystical inclination. 
They see in ways that others do not or cannot. They 
acknowledge a world beyond the world of senses. Some even 
have the second sight, the ability to see fairies and other spirits 
dancing through the soft evening. . . . The image is a channing 
one; it has drawn many to the study of Celtic culture. But it is 
also incorrect. . . . No ancient people called themselves "the 
Celts." They called themselves Belgae, Cantii, Icini, 
Brigantes, Voconces, Arveni, or by any one of scores of other 
tribal names. . . . The word Celt may originally have been one 
of these tribal names, used by other Europeans as a generic 
term for the whole people. (Monaghan iv) 
The earliest written records of Ireland come from classical Greco-Roman 
geographers. The Romans never considered Ireland worth conquering. They 
called it 'Hibernia' (Latin name for the island of Ireland) or 'the winter 
place' and therefore, 'civilizing' influences of Rome never reached Ireland 
as they did England. The political structure of Ireland comprised around 
150 'Tuatha' or 'Kingdoms'. Each kingdom was being controlled by a 
minor 'King' or 'Ri Tuaithe' who was subject to a more powerful King or 
'Ruiri'. Tribes fought for supremacy. Some provincial kings claimed to be 
'Ard Ri' or 'High King' at Tara, but probably most other Irish did not pay 
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attention to them. This tradition of isolated settlements (we have evidence 
of as many as 60,000 circle forts and crannogs) may be the reason that 
monastery-form religion took such a foothold in Ireland, rather than the 
episcopal, town-oriented fonn—common to continental Europe. 
Christianity was brought to Ireland in the fifth century, first, by St. 
Palladius and then, most importantly, by St. Patrick. 
St. Patrick served as a cattle herder on Slemish Mountain (in Antrim, 
north-east Ireland) for six years. Although he escaped on a ship carrying 
wolfhounds to Gaul, his visions of the Irish pleading with him made him 
return to Ireland as a missionary, several years later. Legend has it that he 
baptized the first Christian convert on the site of the present-day St. 
Patrick's Cathedral in Dublin. However, he did most of his work in the 
north of Ireland, headquartering at Armagh. With the coming of 
Christianity, writing was introduced and the Celts began to write down their 
mythological manuscripts. The earliest of these histories is the Lebor 
Gabdla (Book of Invasions). They also wrote down great epics of the oral 
tradition. Such as the Tain Bo Cuailgne {The Cattle Raid ofCooley). 
Monasteries became the important centres of learning; the main ones 
were at Kildare—controlled by St. Brigid, Clonfert—by St. Brendan, the 
'Navigator,' Glendalough—by St. Kevin, and Clonmacnoise—by St. 
Kieran. These monks were responsible for copying thousands of 
manuscripts, among them were the famous Book of Durww and Book of 
Kelts. 
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Viking (Norsemen belonging to the North Germanic branch of Indo-
European languages, especially Norwegian, Icelandic, Faroese, Swedish 
and Danish in their earlier forms) raids began in Ireland in AD 795 (took 
them about a hundred after they started raiding England's coasts). Brian 
Boru, member of a minor tuath, became High King in 1002, based at 
Cashel, because he successfully held out against the Vikings. His short 
reign is often compared by the Irish to the glory of Arthur's Camelot. He 
attacked the Vikings at Clontarf, near Dublin in 1014 and turned out 
victorious. But both Boru and his son lost their life and Ireland fell back 
into anarchy. Then King Diarmait Mac Murchada (known as King Dermot 
Mac Murrough) went to France and asked English King Henry II to recruit 
mercenary troops there to fight back in Ireland. Henry II, who was not only 
King of England, but also lord over much of France, persuaded Pope Adrian 
IV to give him permission to take over Ireland, if he would only proclaim 
the 'truths of the Church' to a 'rude and ignorant' people. While they 
ultimately defeated the Norsemen, the Norman-French 'allies' decided to 
establish their own sway in Ireland. This was the beginning of English 
(Norman-French) control over Ireland and the beginning of 'troubles' too. 
The Normans, however, seemed to be influenced by the Irish themselves 
rather than forcing the Irish to become Norman. They soon found 
themselves becoming 'Irish' chiefs, adopting the language; manners, and 
customs of the people among whom they had chosen to settle. The old 
Brehon Law continued to be used outside Pale (English crown territory in 
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Ireland from the thirteenth to the sixteenth centuries) which was subject to 
EngHsh law. In 1348, Ireland was also hit by the Black Death pandemic, as 
in England. It depopulated one-third of the Irish population. 
Edward III of England was worried in 1360s that his Norman feudal 
lords had become too 'Hibernised'—too Irish to be distinguishable from the 
natives and to support him adequately. In 1394, his grandson Richard II was 
the first EngHsh monarch to visit Ireland since John in 1210. But because of 
his Irish visits to secure his power there, Richard II lost his kingdom of 
England to Henry Bolingbroke (known as Henry IV). 
In 1494, Sir Edward Poynings, sent over by English King Henry VII 
convened a parliament at Drogheda. The result of this was a law that 
allowed Irish parliaments to meet only with the consent of the English King 
and only if he approved of their proposals. The Poynings' Law was to limit 
the independence of the Irish parliament for nearly 300 years. It exacerbated 
growing hatred and distrust between the Irish and the English. Religious, as 
well as national, differences increased over the years when Henry VIII 
broke with the Catholic Church. This made it that much more difficult for 
Catholic Irishmen to remain loyal to him. Also the monasteries within the 
Pale district were dissolved after 1539 (under Henry VIIIs rule) and many 
Catholic manuscripts were destroyed. Henry VIII was declared the King of 
Ireland and he and his daughter Mary I, colonised several Irish counties 
with English settlers. The Irish lords agreed to give loyalty because they did 
not want to be executed like the FitzGeralds. Elizabeth I was more 
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sympathetic to Irish because she was related through her mother Anne 
Boleyn, to the Irish clans O'Brien and O'Reilly; nonetheless, she also 
planted settlers in Ireland and suppressed most of the Catholic monasteries. 
The Nine Years' War or Tyrone's Rebellion took place in Ireland 
from 1594 to 1603. It was fought between the forces of Gaelic Irish 
chieftains Hugh O'Neill of Tir Eoghain, Hugh Roe O'Donnell of Tir 
Chonaill and their allies, against English rule in Ireland. The war was 
fought in all parts of the country, but mainly in the northern province of 
Ulster. In 1607, early in the reign of James I, many Irish noblemen, 
particularly of Ulster, finally just gave up in the face of continued battles 
with the English and continued suppression, going into exile on the 
Continent and elsewhere around the world. This was called 'The Flight of 
the Earls' (this exodus of Irish noblemen would escalate and later be called 
'The Flight of the Wild Geese'). All of their estates were confiscated and 
allocated to English and Scots friends of James. The results of this 
'plantation' are still obvious in the Irish conflicts today. 
Oliver Cromwell put down another Irish rebellion in 1654 and did 
the same thing—disenfranchising Irish Catholic landowners and replacing 
them with loyal English Protestants. Deposed king James II tried to set up a 
government in Dublin in 1689, but was ulfimately defeated at the battle of 
Boyne by William of Orange. In the 1691 Treaty of Limerick, Irishmen 
once more lost religious and property rights. The now-Protestant controlled 
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Irish Parliament (under domination of English Parliament) passed Penal 
Laws, which stated that Catholics could not: 
• Raise an orphaned Catholic child as anything other than Protestant. 
• Hold commissions or enter liberal professions. 
• Own a horse. 
• Teach. 
• Buy land or take leases for more than 31 years. 
• Vote or hold public office. 
• Serve in the army. 
• Participate in mass (although priests still offered them secretly in 
open-air sites). 
Daniel O'Connell, an Irish political leader, returned to politics in the 1810s. 
In 1811, he established the Catholic Board, which campaigned for only 
Catholic Emancipation, that is, the opportunity for Irish Catholics to 
become Members of Parliament. In 1823, he set up the Catholic Association 
which embraced other aims to better Irish Catholics, such as: electoral 
reform, reform of the Church of Ireland, tenants' rights, and economic 
development. In 1828, Daniel 0 ' Connell presented himself as a candidate 
for the British Parliament, representing Clare (even though as a Catholic he 
could not, by law, be seated). However, he received 2057 affirmative votes 
as opposed to 982 dissenting ones. The British were afraid of an uprising if 
they did not seat him so they passed an Emancipation Act, which repealed 
the requirement of an oath of allegiance to the Anglican Church. O' Connell 
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was seated, but he died in 1847 while working to alleviate the effects of the 
Irish Potato Famine. Then the Young Ireland Party rose in 1840s, 
advocating force for change. 
In Ireland, as many as one million people died in the famine (1845-
1851). In the following decades, seven million Irish immigrated to America. 
Today around forty million Americans trace Irish ancestry. There are more 
Irish-Americans living in the United States than there are Irishmen living in 
Ireland. 
In 1850s, the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) was formed which 
was also Known as the Fenian Movement. Rebellion of 1867 also failed 
because it was supported only by the Irish Americans, but not by the Irish 
Catholics. Charles Stewart Parnell took leadership of the Home Rule 
League (a political party) in 1877. His party won a majority of seats in the 
Parliament. He pushed for Home Rule for Ireland. In 1890s the Gaelic 
League tried to foster interest in return to the Gaelic language and a native 
Irish literature and part of this literary revival were William Butler Yeats, 
Lady Augusta Gregory, and John Millington Synge, who worked together 
to establish the New Abbey Theatre in Dublin. Sinn Fein emerged as a 
political force in early 1900s. By 1912, another bill, the Home Rule Bill 
was presented to the English Parliament. The Crown approved it but asked 
that it be delayed until the end of World War I. Ulstermen contended that 
they should remain part of Britain. 
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Leaders of the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) would not wait 
until the end of war. Seven of their leaders issued a Proclamation of the 
Irish Republic around Easter of 1916 (called the 'Easter Uprising'). The 
Easter Rising led to the establishment of the first Dail Eireann (Assembly of 
Ireland) in 1919 and it was the revolutionary, unicameral parliament of the 
unilaterally declared Irish Republic from 1919-1922. The suppression of 
Dail Eireann precipitated the Irish War of Independence' and the signing of 
the Anglo-Irish Treaty in 1921, ultimately leading to the establishment of 
the Irish Free State (6 December 1922-1937), which excluded the territory 
of Northern Ireland. 
In 1932, William Cosgrave, first head of the Irish Free State, handed 
power over to Eamon de Valera, who held it continuously (except for six 
years) unfil 1973. He served multiple terms as head of government and 
head of state and also led the introduction of the Constitution of Ireland. 
Eamon de Valera was a leader of Ireland's struggle for independence from 
Britain in the War of Independence and of the anti-Treaty opposition in the 
ensuing Irish Civil War (1922-1923). In 1926, he founded Fianna Fail, and 
was head of government (President of the Executive Council, later called 
Taoiseach) from 1932 to 1948, 1951 to 1954, and 1957 to 1959, when he 
resigned after being elected as President of Ireland. 
' The Irish War of Independence (Irish: Cogadh na Saoirse), or Anglo-Irish 
War, or Black and Tan War, was a guerrilla war mounted by the Irish 
Republican Army (IRA) against the British government and its forces in 
Ireland. It began in .lanuary 1919, following the Irish Republic's declarafion 
of indenendence. 
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The Irish Free State remained neutral during World War II and 
actually became a republic in 1949. The Constitution of Ireland provides 
that "'[tjhe name of the State is Eire, or, in the English language, Ireland". 
Under Irish Statute Law, Republic of Ireland (or Poblacht na hEireann in 
Irish) is "the description of the State" but is not its official name. This 
official description was provided for in the Republic of Ireland Act 1948, 
which transferred the remaining duties of monarch to an elected president. 
However, the name of the state in English remained 'Ireland'. In the United 
Kingdom, however, the Ireland Act 1949 provided that 'Republic of 
Ireland' may be used as a name for the Irish state. Douglas Hyde served as 
the first President of Ireland from 1938 to 1945. 
The 'Dark Ages' of Irish Culture 
The proposed study concentrates on a 'group' of the Celts spread across 
Ireland and their pagan leanings. It discusses their mythology and beliefs in 
fairies and paranormal beings. 
They were a varied people bound together by language, 
customs, and religion rather than by any central government. 
They lived off the land, farming and raising stock. No towns 
existed apart from impressive hill forts. However, by about 
100 BCE, large groups of Celts had begun to gather at certain 
settlements to trade with one another. Celtic society had a 
clearly defined structure. Highest in rank was the king, who 
ruled a particular tribe, or group of people. Each tribe was 
divided into three classes: the noble knights and warriors, the 
Druids (religious leaders), and the farmers and commoners. 
The Druids, who came from noble families, were respected 
and influential figures. They served not only as priests but 
also as judges, teachers, and advisers. In addition, it was 
widely believed that the Druids had magical powers. 
(Parks 215) 
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During the period of Roman expansion into north-west Europe, references 
to Celtic mythology and religion were made in the writings of classical 
authors. The mythology of the Celts which has been preserved in written 
fomi since early Middle Ages contains evidence of their beliefs in pre-
Christian times. The Celtic tradition is preserved in a large number of texts 
both of prose and of poetry. The most important and valuable texts are those 
from Ireland and are studied under four major cycles. The Mythological 
Cycle is one of the four major cycles of Irish mythology and is so called 
because it represents the remains of the pagan mythology of pre-Christian 
Ireland. The most important sources of the Mythological Cycle are the 
Metrical Dindshenchas or Lore of Places and the Lebor Gabdla Erenn or 
Book of Invasions. The second major cycle, The Ulster Cycle, is set around 
the beginning of the Christian era and most of the action takes place in the 
provinces of Ulster and Connacht Ulster. This cycle is found in the books of 
Tain Bo Cuailnge, Fennoy, Dun Cow, and Leinster. The stories of the third 
cycle. The Fenian Cycle, appear to be set around the third century AD and 
mainly in the provinces of Leinster and Munster. The most important source 
for the Fenian Cycle is the Acallam na Senorach or Colloquy of the Old 
Men. The Historical Cycle, the fourth major cycle, records the history and 
genealogy of the medieval Irish kings. 
While using this Celtic literature as a source for mythology it should 
always be remembered that even the earliest texts date to the Christian 
period, and that, in all probability they were written by monks. For this 
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reason one must expect that possibly, the Christian accretions had 
influenced certain important Celtic evidence which were suppressing for the 
image of Christianity in Ireland. 
The Celts had a reputation of being fierce and courageous warriors. 
Celtic expansion reached its limit around 225 BC when the Celts suffered 
the first blow in a series of defeats by the armies of the Roman Empire. 
Gradually, the Romans pushed back the Celts and by AD 84, most of 
Britain was under Roman rule. At the same time, Germanic people 
conquered the Celts living in central Europe. Only a few areas, notably 
Ireland and northern Britain, managed to remain free and to continue to pass 
on the Celtic traditions. Six groups of Celts have survived to modern times: 
the people of Ireland, Scotland, the Isle of Man, Wales, Cornwall, and 
Brittany. 
The Celts did not write down their history and myths to honour the 
spoken word and human memory. Whatever written material we find about 
the Celts, is written down by their enemies i.e., the Greeks and the Romans. 
The Celts had a rich culture but because of population explosion, it may be 
assumed that pressure on resources and invasion on their traditional 
homelands, they were compelled to seek new territories. The Mediterranean 
world had enough resources needed by the Celts so they posed a serious 
threat to the Greeks and Romans. This made the conflict unavoidable. 
For two centuries, central and western Europe was 
essentially under Celtic control. Then the Celts began to 
expand, moving south and west. . . . Celtic tribes occupied 
territory that stretched from Galatia in Asia Minor—today's 
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Turkey—west to Ireland, and from northern Germany to Italy. 
They were the first truly European civilization. 
They were also aggressive in expanding their territories. 
Around 387 B. C. E. the Cehs reached the steps of the Roman 
capital. . . . But the tides of fortune turned against the Celts, 
and by first century C. E. a Roman empire stretched across 
much of the ancient Celtic territory. (Monaghan v) 
It is from this period that we learn the most about Celtic culture and 
religion. The main writer was a Roman general Julius Caesar, the fiercest 
enemy of the Celts who recorded his knowledge of the Celts in his 
Commentaries on the Gallic Wars. He called them 'Gauls'. The Romans 
under Caesar were as aggressive as the Celts and it was a time for Celts to 
"maintain their home territories, not to move into new ones" (Monaghan v). 
This time, the Celtic warriors fought individually for personal glory 
but before the trained Roman legions, they were ultimately beaten back. 
Celts also mingled with various tribes with marriage thus resulting in the 
amalgamation of different customs and different languages. Because of the 
invasions, the original ritualistic practices of the Celts gradually changed. 
For example, approximately fourteen hundred years before the Christian 
era, they used to bury their dead by building mounds ("barrows") over 
graves. A few hundred years later, after cremation, the ashes of the dead 
were kept in urns and buried in designated cemeteries. As far as writing 
practice is concerned, they developed a symbolic system called 'Ogham'. 
The Celts did not portray their gods and goddesses in human form 
but later, probably to please their clients and patrons, they adopted Roman 
styles and we find the Celtic divinities clad in Roman togas and wearing 
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Celtic jewellery and carrying their cult objects. Romans also lent names of 
their divinities to the Celtic gods and thus we find some Celtic gods labelled 
with Latin names. Druids, the Celtic religious leaders, were seen as 
essentially non-Roman and were suppressed. The original Celtic languages 
also suffered. If we look into the grammar and pronunciation, we may find 
six Celtic languages. 
Scottish and Irish, both called Gaelic, and Manx, the dying 
language of the tiny Isle of Man, are called Goidelic Celfic or 
P-Celfic, while Welsh, Breton and Cornish are called 
Brythonic or Q-Celtic. . . . Although these languages have 
lasted more than three thousand years, they are in danger 
today. (Monaghan viii) 
Earlier, Normans replaced traditional Irish cottages and clan land 
management with the manorial system of land tenure and social 
organization. This led to the imposition of the village, parish and county 
over the native system of town lands. In general, a parish was a civil and 
religious unit with a manor, a village and a church at its centre. Each parish 
incorporated one or more existing town lands into its boundaries. With the 
gradual extension of English feudalism over the island, the Irish county 
structure came into existence. 
The first Tudor monarchs found it more economical to allow Ireland 
to be ruled by the dominant Anglo-Norman families, such as the 
FitzGeralds, than to enforce rule from England. Fear of losing power led to 
a rebellion in 1534 that was effectively crushed, and Henry VIII enforced an 
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Act of Supremacy that made him nominal head of the Church of Ireland"^  as 
well as England. 
Measures had been taken to eradicate the Irish culture. During the 
reign of Elizabeth I, a number of landless scions of the aristocratic families 
went to Ireland to take lands in the name of religion. Elizabethan Plantation 
policy dispossessed many Irish landowners. Because of Cromwellian 
English conquest of Ireland, and the organised plantations of the English 
and Scottish settlers, the patterns of land ownership in Ireland were altered 
greatly. The old order of transhumance and open range cattle breeding died 
out to be replaced by a structure of great landed estates. 
The Restoration of Charles II in 1660 brought hope for better 
treatment of Catholics but as Charles's brother James, who set in motion a 
repeal of the Act of Settlement, was exiled, the Protestant William and 
Mary were invited to take the throne. Before the Civil War, over half of 
Ireland was in Catholic hands but by 1703 about eighty-five percent was 
Protestant owned. 
In the early eighteenth century, oppressive penal laws banned Irish 
people from many of the rights of citizenship for e.g., they could not buy or 
The Church of Ireland is an autonomous province of the Anglican 
Communion. The church is organised on an all-Ireland basis and is the 
second largest religious denomination on the island after the Roman 
Catholic Church. Like other Anglican churches, it has retained elements of 
pre-Reformation practice, notably its Episcopal polity, while rejecting papal 
authority. Nevertheless, in theological and liturgical matters, it incorporates 
many reforms of the Reformation, in particular the English Reformation. In 
accommodating both influences, the church formally identifies as both 
Catholic and Reformed. 
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inherit land except by distribution among ail sons (so that the shares were 
small), vote, join the army or navy, teach or run schools, educate their 
children in the Catholic faith, or send them abroad to be educated. The 
native Irish tongue was taught and spoken in secret and masses were spoken 
covertly. 
The great Irish famine was caused by the failure of the Irish potato 
crop from 1845 to 1848. By the end of this period the country had lost at 
least two million of its people due to starvation and emigration. The death 
or emigration of peasants was seen as an advantage by many English 
landowners, who offered the small land holders with backbreaking work for 
less-than-subsistence wages or food. Many Irishman fought in the British 
Army during the World War I, and Ireland produced a number of war poets, 
many of whom are now forgotten. 
All these factors caused drastically bad effects on Irish cultural 
heritage. Because of political pressure and past invasions, English and 
French came up as their official languages. Out of almost sixteen million 
people of the ancient Celtic lands, supposedly, only two million people 
know and speak Celtic tongues and fewer speak them as their first 
language. Only in Ireland, the indigenous language is the language of the 
state but for most communication, English gains the supremacy. 
Because Celts are not racially distinct people but people who 
speak Celtic languages, if those languages die, so do the Celts. 
(Monaghan viii) 
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Celtic Revival: The Phoenix Reborn 
Adventure, heroism, romance, and magic are a few of the elements that 
make Celtic tradition and mythology one of the most entrancing cultures of 
Europe. The Celts, once a powerful people who dominated much of Europe, 
were reduced to a few small groups after the Roman invasions and 
colonisation. Their mythology survived, however, largely because of the 
efforts made by later Irish and Welsh monks. 
Celtic Revival covers those movements and trends, mostly in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries which drew on the traditions of Celtic 
literature and Celtic art. The Irish Literary Revival, also nicknamed as the 
'Celtic Twilight' included Irish writers like William Butler Yeats, Lady 
Augusta Gregory, George William Russell (who wrote with the pseudonym 
JE), John Millington Synge and Edward Martyn to stimulate a new 
appreciation of traditional Irish literature and Irish poetry. 
Yeats, with other distinguished writers, founded the Irish Literary 
Society in Dublin. In 1899 he, along with George Moore and Edwin Martin 
founded the Irish Literary Theatre; and, in 1901, the Abbey or National 
Theatre Society was established. As the movement gained popularity, new 
libraries were created and several books on Irish subjects were published to 
promote Gaelic language and cuUure. An online exhibition, Thel916 
Rising: Personalities and Perspectives, throws further light on the making 
of the Abbey Theatre Company and its causes. 
Turning lo literature and writing, Yeats came under the 
influence of the former Fenian John O'Leary and Standish 
James O'Grady; they directed him to native Irish literature 
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and tradition as suitable sources for literary inspiration, 
leading to his conclusion that 'the race was more important 
than the individual'. In 1882 together with O'Leary and 
Douglas Hyde he founded the National Literary Society which 
aimed at publicising the literature, legends and folklore of 
Ireland. . . . Under the influence of O'Leary and Maud Gonne 
(to whom he had become emotionally attached), Yeats 
became involved with republicanism in the course of the 
1890s. He took part in a number of the republican campaigns 
of the time. . . . Also in the 1890s, he worked with Lady 
Gregory and Edward Martyn to establish a distinctively Irish 
national theatre, their efforts culminating in the Irish Literary 
Theatre (1898). He wrote a number of plays for the new 
theatre, most notably Cathleen ni Houlihan (1902) and On 
Baile 's Strand, both of which were staged on the opening 
night of the Abbey Theatre on 27 December 1904. 
("W.B. Yeats and the Irish Literary Revival" nli.ie) 
Celtic Revival, thus: 
. . . identifies the remarkably creative period in Irish literature 
from about 1880 to the death of William Butler Yeats in 1939. 
The aim of Yeats and other early leaders of the movement was 
to create a distinctively national literature by going back to 
Irish history, legend, and folklore, as well as to native literary 
models. The major writers, however, wrote not in the native 
Irish (one of the Celtic languages) but in English, and under 
the influence of various non-Irish literary forms; a number of 
them also turned increasingly for their subject matter to 
modern Irish life rather than to the ancient past. (Abrams 32) 
The Irish Celtic Revival movement encouraged the creation of works 
written in the spirit of Irish culture, as distinct from English culture. This 
was due to the political need for establishing an individual Irish identity. 
This difference was kept alive by invoking Ireland's historic past, its myths, 
legends and folklore. There was an attempt to revitalize the native language 
and religion of Irish Celts. Lady Gregory, W. B. Yeats, George Russell, J. 
M. Synge and Sean O'Casey wrote many plays and articles about the 
political state of Ireland at the time. They were associated with The Abbey 
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Theatre, which served as the stage for many new Irish writers and 
playwrights of the time. In 1892, Sir Charles Gavan Duffy said: 
A group of young men, among the most generous and 
disinterested in our annals, were busy digging up the buried 
relics of our history, to enlighten the present by a knowledge 
of the past, setting up on their pedestals anew the overthrown 
statues of Irish worthies, assailing wrongs which under long 
impunity had become unquestioned and even venerable, and 
warming as with strong wine the heart of the people, by songs 
of valour and hope; and happily not standing isolated in their 
pious work, but encouraged and sustained by just such an 
army of students and sympathizers as I see here to-day. 
(qtd. in Castle 239) 
Even before Synge's arrival, a wave of dramatic reform had already reached 
the Irish shore and mingled with the main current of literary activity. The 
first major theatrical movement of the twentieth century originated in 
Dublin with the Irish Literary Theatre (1899-1902), founded by W. B. 
Yeats, A. Gregory, G. Moore and Edward Martyn. The Irish National 
Theatre (1902-04), the renamed theatre, maintained a permanent all-Irish 
company. Then, the theatre was renamed again as The Abbey Theatre (since 
1904) after it had moved to a building of that name. William Butler Yeats 
used the themes from old Irish legends in his plays and John Millington 
Synge made use of the speech and imagination of Irish country people. 
Sean O'Casey used the theme of Irish Civil War as a background for plays 
mixing tragic melodrama, humour and irony. George Moore published 
poems and novels and some of them have a political background. He, in 
1900 embarked on his best phase during which he published his most 
enduring short stories. Lady Augusta Gregory was also devoted to peasants 
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and being a native Irish speaker became familiar with histories and legends 
of the local area. She explored the rich literary tradition in old Irish 
language and translated folk histories, myths and songs from Irish into 
English. Lady Gregory's most valuable work for literature and Irish culture, 
however, was the gathering and publishing of the myths and legends of 
Ireland, a love for which began early in her life and lasted until the end. 
Travelling from village to village and cottage to cottage (including trips to 
the Aran Islands at the same time as John Millington Synge), she devoted 
herself to the recording of an oral tradition that she felt was central to the 
future as well as to the past of Ireland. The first of these numerous 
collections appeared as Cuchulain of Muirthemne in 1902, and the last, as 
Visions and Beliefs in the West of Ireland in 1920. She was involved with 
the Gaelic League, a movement aiming at making Irish an official language 
to be taught at schools. She held anti-imperialist views and wrote political 
essays on unfair exploitation of the native under the British rule and became 
a leading cultural nationalist and the main organizer and driving force of the 
Irish Literary Revival. Being a prolific playwright, director and an 
occasional stage manager, she contributed to the renaissance of Irish drama. 
W. B. Yeats's reputation as one of the masters of modem literature 
rests mainly on his achievements in poetry. As one of the founders, first 
playwrights, and lifetime directors of the Abbey Theatre, Yeats was the 
central figure of the Irish Literary Renaissance. He was dealing with the 
study of magic, mysticism and occultism and was also involved with the 
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Irish actress and revolutionary political figure, Maud Gonne whom he had 
met in 1888, in connection with the national movement. A lifelong 
obsession with her (she rejected his marriage proposals in 1891 and again in 
1916) resulted in the periodic intensification of his enthusiasm for 
nationalist politics, the subject of much of his poetry and two of his early 
plays, The Countess Cathleen and Cathleen ni Houlihan. 
Poet, playwright, essayist, and short-story writer Sean O'Casey 
(1880-1964) also, stood as one of the major figures of the Irish Literary 
Renaissance. Though he began his career as a playwright late in life, he still 
managed to complete more than twenty plays, a six-volume autobiography, 
and numerous short stories and essays before his death in 1964. Along with 
the works of Synge, Gregory, Yeats, his plays sustained the Abbey Theatre 
during its early years, accounting for its greatest commercial success. 
John Millington Synge and the New Theatre Movement 
Since 1880, Ireland was producing a generation of young writers who 
played a crucial role in creative and intellectual awakening of Irish culture 
which came to be known as the Celtic Renaissance. There is little doubt that 
W. B. Yeats dominated the literary representation of the Irish cultural life 
by bringing many talented people to develop their abilities. One of these 
was the dramatist John Millington Synge (1871-1909). Synge, like Yeats, 
came from an Anglo-Irish family that had lost their land. He was bom in a 
family of Protestant missionaries, but experienced a religious crisis in his 
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teens and became a non-believer. He grew up without his father, only with 
women which may account for the strong female characters in his plays. 
Synge possessed a strong musical talent and played the violin. He 
even won a scholarship to study old Irish language in Paris, where he met 
Maud Gonne and W. B. Yeats. Yeats sent him to the Aran Islands off the 
west of Ireland to learn Irish because Abbey needed folk playwrights. There 
Synge lived among a small community of fisherfolk whose lifestyle had not 
greatly changed over the previous thousand years and who were still, great 
believers of paganism and fairy mythology. He spent several summers at 
the Aran Islands and studied Irish. He was fascinated by their story-telling 
form, but became a playwright because of the demand for plays at the 
Abbey Theatre.Yeats knew that it was the archaic way of life at the Aran 
Islands which had preserved the wealth of ancient Celtic tradition, and that 
both language and culture were disappearing because of the modernisation 
of Ireland. Synge collected what he himself had heard and perceived in the 
Aran Islands in an early modernist text, intermingling diary entries and 
short stories. The Aran Islands (1907). His Letters to Molly (1971) and 
Some Letters of John M. Synge to Lady Gregory and W. B. Yeats (1971) are 
equally valuable in coming to an appreciation of Synge's personal and 
business struggles in his final and more creative years. 
The Irish Literary Renaissance was the result of the collective 
efforts of diverse talents in the fields of folklore, fiction, translation, poetry, 
and drama. Under the leadership of the Yeats, the movement was supported 
Singh 24 
by the folklorist Douglas Hyde, the novelists James Joyce and George 
Moore, the translator and dramatist Lady Augusta Gregory, and the poet 
and editor /E. Each contributed to the dramatic literature presented on the 
stage of the Abbey Theatre and all these writers shared the desire for the 
establishment of a national literature that would express what they 
considered distinctive about the Irish imagination. But J. M. Synge's 
contribution lies mainly in the drama. Indeed, Synge is regarded as the most 
distinguished dramatist of the Irish Literary Renaissance. This reputation 
rests on the output of his final seven years: six plays, two of which, Riders 
to the Sea and The Playboy of the Western World, are considered as 
masterpieces. These plays in particular exhibit the characteristic qualities of 
intense lyric speech drawn from the native language and dialects of Ireland, 
romantic characterization in primifive settings, and dramatic construction 
after the classics of European drama. The major themes central to Synge's 
work are, illusion versus reality and the relationship between human beings 
and the natural world. These plays are also an expression of Synge's 
complex personality. 
His first plays. When the Moon Has Set, written in prose, and 
A Vernal Play and Luasnad, Capa, and Laine, written in 
verse—although apprenticeship works—exhibit fragmentary 
characteristics of his mature work. This maturity came 
rapidly, for during the summer of 1902, he wrote Riders to the 
Sea and In the Shadow of the Glen and began The Tinker's 
Wedding. Riders to the Sea was the first of Synge's plays to 
be published (October, 1903), but In the Shadow of the Glen 
was the first to be produced on the stage—by the Irish 
National Theatre Society (October, 1903). (Rollyson 937) 
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Riders to the Sea is one of the finest plays by Synge and it draws most 
heavily and directly on his experience of life on the Aran Islands. Many of 
the details, along with the main incident on which the play is based, can be 
found in Synge's book length journal The Aran Islands. The action of the 
play is simple and highly compressed. An old woman of the Aran Islands, 
Maurya, has lost her husband, father-in-law, and four sons to the sea. She 
now awaits the news of the fate of her another son, Michael, as her last and 
youngest son, Bartley. prepares to go to the mainland for selling his horses 
in the Gal way fair. Maurya's two daughters have just received a bundle of 
clothes which they identify as those of Michael. As the young women 
attempt to keep the news from her, Maurya's timewom experience with the 
sea has taught her to anticipate the truth. While her daughters find 
confirmation of Michael's death in the bundle of clothes, Maurya sees a 
vision of Bartley's death. As the daughters tell Maurya of Michael's death, 
the neighbours carry in Bartley's body. The play reaches a climax with 
Maurya's lament for all her menfolk, ending with a prayer for all the living 
and the dead. Although the play is very short, yet it encompasses a 
succession of moods and a universe of action. By contrasting the young 
women's preoccupation with the physical evidence of Michael's death with 
Maurya's mystical consciousness (her forgetting the blessing and the bread, 
and her visionary experience), Synge establishes a pattern of dramatic 
ironies. The play presents typical Irish beliefs in visions and premonitions 
of the peasants and fisher folk. The present study will focus on their pagan 
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faith, fairy mythology, the Celtic 'Otherworld' and the power of sea. 
Intrinsic details develop the themes of Christianity, paganism, myth and 
folklore in the play for example the bread, boards, nails, colours of clothes, 
blessings, keening, storm, rope, and knot. They establish a practical and 
symbolic relationship between the smaller and larger worlds of action, 
onstage and offstage, practical and moral. Other elements in the play will 
act as religious or mystical allusions: the fateful dropped stitches, the 
apocalyptic horses, the ignorant young priest (according to Maurya), and 
the omens in the sky and in the holy well. Although Maurya's speeches are 
interlaced with Christian invocation, her response to the catastrophe does 
not, derive from conventional Christian feelings. 
When the Abbey Theatre opened in December of 1904, Synge was 
appointed literary adviser and later director, along with Lady Augusta 
Gregory and W. B. Yeats. The following February, The Well of the Saints 
was produced there, though it was poorly received. Synge worked on this 
three-act comedy from the winter of 1903 to its opening in May 1905. He 
reworked it for a revival at the Abbey in May 1908. He drew on the 
reputation of a well famous to cure blindness found on Aran Islands, the 
story of which he heard from an old blind storyteller, Martin. Finally, Synge 
set the play in the lower glens of Wicklow. Martin and Mary Doul, two old 
blind baggers, believe themselves beautiful above all others, until a saint 
restores their sight with water drawn from a well of four beautiful saints. 
They become able-bodied, and to survive, they are compelled to earn by 
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doing work. Blindness descends on them once more and the saint goes to 
restore their sight a second time but they refuse. The saint scolds them and 
Martin, finally upends the can of holy water which, for them, serves as the 
'forbidden fruit' of the Biblical Garden of Eden which, curing their eyes, 
provided them with the knowledge of the real earthly existence where pain 
and labour are unavoidable. Now, being blind again, they embrace a life on 
the roads, having 'seen' the ill-will of those around them. Synge wrote of 
this play in 1905 and was first performed at the Abbey on 4th of February, 
1905. 
While visiting the counties of Kerry, Galway, and Mayo, Synge was 
working on his masterpiece. The Playboy of the Western World. As he 
drafted and revised this play throughout 1906, a romantic relationship grew 
with Molly Allgood (known on stage as Maire O'Neill), the Abbey actress 
who played the role of Pegeen Mike in the first production of The Playboy 
of the Western World, on January 26, 1907. The play offended Irish 
sensibilities, provoking a week of riots and a bitter public debate over the 
play and freedom of expression on the stage. The Playboy of the Western 
World originated in a story, recorded in 1898, about a man named 
Lynchenaun who killed his father with the blow of a spade and, with the aid 
of the people of Inishmaan, evaded the police to escape eventually to the 
United States. When later (1903-1905) Synge visited Counties Kerry and 
Mayo, he gathered further material for this work by observing the lonely 
landscapes of the western seaboard, the rebellious temperament of the 
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people, their alcoholism, and fanciful language. It was finally produced on 
January 26, 1907. The play develops the Lynchenaun story into that of 
Christy Mahon, a Kerry farm-boy who has fled to Mayo to escape police. 
The villagers give him refuge and he tells his story to them with 
embellishments to grow his self-confidence. The villagers respond to these 
accounts with increasing admiration, so that Christy is soon regarded as a 
hero for his passionate deed. He shows interest in the daughter of the house, 
Margaret Flaherty (called Pegeen Mike). She rejects her fiance, a pious 
Christian, Shawn Keogh, for Christy's attentions. This attention drives 
Christy to further heights of eloquence especially in the love scene with 
Pegeen; and also encourages him to exude athletic skills at the village 
sports. These triumphs, however, are flattened by the appearance of another 
man from Kerry, with a bandaged head—Christy's father, very much alive. 
He exposes Christy as a coward and a liar, and the crowd (including 
Pegeen) immediately rejects their Christy. Christy, this time, to prove his 
father wrong and regain his reputation and Pegeen's affection, hits his 
father again before everyone, ('hristy, however, has misjudged the effect of 
such an action on the villagers, who distinguish between the admirable 
"gallons story" and the shocking "dirty deed" (Synge, Plays 288). Finally, 
Old Mahon recognizes Christy's newfound character, and invites him back 
to Kerry as master of the house. Christy agrees, and as they depart, Pegeen 
realises that she has lost a true champion. 
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The play provoked immediate outrage among the Dublin audience. 
They considered it an insult to national pride, to Roman Catholicism, and to 
Irish womanhood. The usage of the word "shifts" (Synge, Plays 286) by 
Christy in the play turned the protest into a full-scale riot because it was 
considered an intolerable obscenity. The proposed thesis will analyse this 
point from a mythological perspective and Christian forbearance to validate 
the theme of the play in the Irish context. 
Synge's The Tinker's Wedding (1903-07) deals with the lives of 
tinkers of Ireland, the wandering white gypsies. This two-act burlesque was 
begun in the summer of 1902, the same summer in which he wrote Riders 
to the Sea and The Shadow of the Glen. It did not achieve final form, 
however, until it was prepared for publication in December 1907. In his 
preface Synge mentioned "The drama, like the symphony, does not teach or 
prove anything" and that the country people [the clergy included], " who 
have so much humour themselves, will mind being laughed at without 
malice, as the people in every country have been laughed at in their own 
comedies" (Synge, Plays 135, 136). At that time, Yeats was not so 
optimistic and he felt that the play would cause too much trouble for his 
young theatre, and Synge seems to have agreed. 
This play remained unperformed in his lifetime and had to wait until 
the celebrations for the centenary of his birth in 1971 to see a performance 
in his own Abbey Theatre. It takes up the story of Sarah Casey, a young 
tinker woman, who wants to lead a respectable life by marrying Michael 
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Byrne her companion on the roads for many years. She requests the local 
Priest to marry them for a small sum of money she had. Mary Byrne, 
Michael's mother was not very hopeful about their union in church and so 
she steals the tin can (desired by the priest as a fee to get Michael and Sarah 
wed) to drink liquor. The rejection of religious authority implicit in most of 
his work was acted out in this play, in which the tinkers, finally, bundle the 
greedy priest into a sack when he refuses to marry them without his dues 
being paid in full which now included a "bit of gold" too (Synge, Plays 
152). 
A one-act play, written in the summer of 1902, The Shadow of the 
Glen was the first of Synge's plays to be staged in 1903. In it, Nora Burke is 
seen married to Dan, a sheep farmer for many years and they live in "the 
last cottage at the head of a long glen in County Wicklow" (Synge, Plays 
2). Dan shams death, but before that he put Nora under 'a black curse' not 
to touch his body till his sister arrives to lay him out. Nora observes all the 
rites of an Irish custom 'wake' with a passing Tramp who begs shelter from 
the rainy night. Nora begs to be excused and leaves the Tramp alone in 
order to call to a young neighbouring sheep farmer, Michael Dara. Once she 
is gone, Dan Burke sits up. He shares his suspicions on his wife's fidelity 
and his schemes with the Tramp and resumes his sham death-pose before 
Nora and Michael enter. Finally, Dan banishes his wife from the house and 
the Tramp takes her with him, soothing her with fine words. First performed 
on the 8th October, 1903, it was condemned as 'a slur on Irish womanhood' 
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by prominent nationalist, Arthur Griffith. It was first pubHshed with Riders 
to the Sea by Elkin Mathews, London, in 1905. 
Synge commenced writing his last play, Deirdre of the Sorrows, 
during 1907 which is based on a story of the Sons of Usna and Deirdre from 
the Ulster cycle of Celtic tales. During this same year, the symptoms of 
Hodgkin's disease, which had first manifested themselves in 1897, 
reappeared. The subsequent operations interfered with Synge's revisions of 
the play and caused the postponement of his wedding with Molly Allgood. 
He died on March 24, 1909 and left this play unfinished. In January, 1910, 
Deirdre of the Sorrows was first performed. In spite of the theme of the 
play having been drawn from an ancient mythological tale, Synge's play 
appears to be realistic and is often compared with other writers' version of 
the story. 
The language of Synge's plays is Irish English which gives an ideal 
flavour of the peasant dialect. But, both language and female characters 
were denounced by the rioters as being un-Irish. The incident, similar to the 
riots at the time The Playboy of the Western World was performed in 
Dublin, takes place when Synge's Nora, in The Shadow of the Glen, departs 
with the tramp. The main attempt of the present study is to highlight that 
Synge's plays have portrayed the Irish country folk on the stage not as mere 
objects of comedy or farce presented for the amusement of urban London 
audience, rather the poorest of the poor are presented attaining the elevated 
stature of mature, thinking and speaking men and women. The poetry of his 
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plays also presents the skilful rendering of an impression in English of the 
Irish speech of the people. The Anglo-Irishman Synge, like Yeats, has 
taught the public to appreciate the dignity of humble people and to 
recognize their noble qualities even in destitute. In the foreword to J. M. 
Synge: His Dramatic Creed and Craft, the author Ramesh Chandra 
Chakrabortty also says that though Synge's contemporaries had already 
brought folk elements and lyricism of the Celtic past to the Irish theatre but 
it was only with him that the Irish audiences found "a new sort of folk 
realism'' (Chakrabortty 1) and poetic fervour in drama. The artistic 
excellence of J. M. Synge as a dramatist and revivalist is undoubtedly 
matchless. Initially, though: 
. . . Synge's art of transmutation was above the Dublin 
audience's understanding: it gave rise to an uproar on more 
than one occasion. It, however, ultimately caught on. Today 
Synge has had his revered niche not only in Anglo-Irish, but 
also in continental drama. (Chakrabortty 1) 
Marjorie Howes in the introduction to The Cambridge Companion to W. B. 
Yeats states: 
Synge came to symbolize for Yeats a kind of national art that 
drew energy and inspiration from the peasantry but that was 
also modern, innovative, even shocking. In the wake of the 
controversies that occurred when audiences protested against 
his plays In the Shadow of the Glen (1903) and The Playboy of 
the Western World (1907), Synge also came to symbolize the 
Irish public's unwillingness to accept such art. (5-6) 
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CHAPTER TWO 
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Synge's Treatment of Christianity and Paganism: Return 
to the Primitive World of Rituals 
Pre-Christian Ireland: Celtic Paganism 
Ireland, whether viewed from an antiquarian or an 
ethnological point of view, is one of the most interesting 
countries in the world. It is not the less an object of attention 
from the fact, that in its early history there are traces of nearly 
every kind of pagan belief (Bonwick iv) 
Before Christianisation, the religion of the Gaelic Irish, as with other Celts, 
can be described as polytheistic or pagan. They worshipped a variety of 
gods and goddesses and their deities generally have parallels in the 
pantheons of other Celts. They were also animists, believing that "all 
aspects of the natural world contained spirits, divine entities with which 
humans could establish a rapport: animals thus possessed sanctity and 
symbolism" (Green. Miranda 196). In Ireland, for pagans, it was the 
miraculous power of nature which underpinned all their beliefs and 
religious practices. Some of the most important divinities were those of the 
sun, thunder, fertility and water. Trees, mountains, rocks and springs were 
supposed to possess their own spirit or numen. 
The term 'pagan' is derived from the Latin 'paganus,' an adjective 
originally meaning 'rural', 'rustic' or 'of the village.' It typically signifies 
religious traditions which are polytheistic and indigenous. As a noun, 
^ The word numen is used by sociologists to refer to the idea of magical 
power residing in an object. It is a Latin term for the power of either a deity 
or a spirit that is present in places and objects, in the Roman religion. The 
many names for Italic gods may obscure this sense of a numinous presence 
in all the seemingly mundane actions of the natural world. 
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•paganus' was used to mean 'country dweller'. A "pagan is someone who 
worships pre-Christian gods" (Parks xxxii) and believes that there is more 
than one deity. In practice, paganism is a polytheistic religion, which, along 
with the belief that there are multiple gods, claims the existence of a 
specific pantheon of distinct deities. Within polytheism there are hard and 
soft varieties: hard polytheism views the gods as being distinct and separate 
beings. An example of this would be ancient Celtic and Greek mythology. 
Soft polytheism views the gods as being subsumed into a greater whole. 
Most forms of Hinduism serve as examples of soft polytheism. 
There were four major religious festivals of the pagans in Ireland, 
marking the traditional four divisions of a year. John T. Koch in Celtic 
Culture: A Historical Encyclopedia, describes these festivals in detail: 
In Ireland (Eire), they are La Fheile Bride (St Brigit's Day, I 
February), a continuation of Old Irish Imbolc; La Bealtaine 
(May Day, 1 May), a continuation of Old Irish Beltaine; La 
Liinasa (Lammas, 1 August), a continuation of Old Irish 
Lugnasad; and La Samhain (All Saints' Day, INovember), a 
continuation of Old Irish Samain. (Koch 332) 
According to classical era sources, the Celts worshiped the forces of nature 
and "did not envisage deities in anthropomorphic terms, as other pagan 
people such as the Greeks, Romans, and Egyptians did" (Wood 12-13). 
Then, under the influence of the classical people, the Celts began to give 
their deities human forms and started to move from the animistic-based 
faith to a more Romanised polytheistic view. Several of these deities, 
including Lugus and Matrones, exhibited triplism i.e., being found in a set 
of three. 
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Celtic religion was polytheistic, believing in many deities, 
both gods and goddesses, some of which are venerated only in 
small, local area . . . others whose worship had a wider 
geographical distribution. (Cunliffe 187) 
The names of "over two hundred of these deities have survived" (Cunliffe 
184) to us today, although it is possible that some of these names were 
different titles or epithets used for the same deity Some Celtic deities can be 
established as Pan-Celtic (descending from the common Celtic period) by 
comparing Continental (European but not British) with Insular Celtic 
evidence. An example of this is Gaulish Lugus, whose name is cognate 
with Irish Lugh and Welsh Lieu. Another example is Gaulish Brigantia, 
cognate with Irish Brigid. 
When the prevalent socio-religious set-up in Ireland was pagan, the 
only learned men of the time were 'druids'. They used to teach people their 
religion, such as it was. These druids had, in their hands, all the learned 
professions and they were not only pagan priests, but also judges, prophets, 
poets, and even physicians. They were the only teachers and were employed 
to instruct the sons and daughters of kings and chiefs in whatever learning 
was then known. The druids were also advisers to the king and people on all 
important occasions. They were held in high esteem and were believed to 
have some supernatural powers. 
According to a number of Greco-Roman writers such as Julius 
Caesar."^  Cicero,^ and Tacitus,^ the druids were famous as magico-religious 
^ Julius Caesar (100 BC-44 BC) was a Roman general and statesman and a 
distinguished writer of Latin prose. 
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specialists in the Gaulish and British societies. Their roles and 
responsibilities differed somewhat between the different accounts, but 
Caesar's Commentarii de Bello Gallico, book VI (published in c. 44 BC and 
regarded as the earliest original text to describe the druids), described them 
as being concerned with divine worship, the due performance of sacrifices, 
private or public, and the interpretation of rituals. 
Ronald Hutton, in his Blood and Mistletoe: the History of the Druids 
in Britain, referred to the druids as sorcerers who had supernatural powers 
which they used for cursing and divination. Hutton supported the view that 
the evidence available about druids was of such a suspicious nature that: 
. . . we can know virtually nothing of certainty about the 
ancient Druids, so that—although they certainly existed— 
they function more or less as legendary figures. (32-33) 
The pagan Irish had many gods and believed in idol worship. Among other 
things, they worshipped the fairies, who were, and are still called, 'Sidhe' 
(pronounced shee). The fairies are believed to live under pleasant green 
little hills and mounds known as 'raths'. The Irish fairies may be connected 
with early Celtic beliefs of how the dead live on as a dazzling community in 
their burial chambers. Through they are identified in the medieval literature 
with the Tuatha De Danaan (pronounced too-ha-da dah-n'n) tribe; they may 
also be connected directly to the early pantheon of Celtic deities. In folk 
belief thousands of 'raths,' which are ancient earthen structures, are still 
^ Cicero January (106 BC-43 BC), was a Roman philosopher, statesman, 
lawyer, orator, political theorist, Roman consul and constitutionalist. 
^ Publius (or Gaius) Cornelius Tacitus (AD 56-AD 117) was a senator and a 
historian of the Roman Empire. 
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claimed to be inhabited by the fairy foll<:, and many stories are told of 
humans being brought into these hidden places at night as guests at 
wondrous banquets. 
Our knowledge of so-called Celtic religion has been 
largely derived from Csesar and other Roman authorities. 
These, imbued with Italian ideas, were not very reliable 
observers. They saw Jupiter in one Celtic deity; Mars, 
Minerva, Apollo, and Mercury in others. They knew the 
people after relations, more or less intimate, with visitors or 
traders from more enlightened lands. They were acquainted 
with Iberians, Germans, and Celts in Gaul, but only partially 
with those across the Channel, until Christianity had made 
some way. The wildermen of those nationalities, in Ireland 
and Northern Scotland, were little known; these, at any rate, 
had not quite the same mythology as Romans saw in Gaul. 
It may be granted that the traditional opinions of the Irish 
would be more safely conveyed to us through their early 
literature, rude as that might be, and capable of conflicting 
interpretations,—historical or mythological. (Bonwick 121-
22) 
Among Celts, those who were in close contact with ancient Rome (such as 
the Gauls), their mythology could not survive the effects of Roman empire. 
They were, subsequently, converted into Christianity, and due to this lost 
their Celtic languages. Their mythology has been preserved mostly through 
contemporary Roman and Christian sources. The Celtic peoples who 
maintained either their political or linguistic identities (such as the Gaels, 
Picts, and Brythonic tribes of Great Britain and Ireland) left small amounts 
of their ancestral mythologies, put into written form during the Middle 
Ages. 
The Celts did not write down their myths and histories, 
honoring instead the spoken word and the human memory. As 
a result, we have no written documents from early Celtic 
times, when they were settling central Europe. Instead, the 
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earliest writings we have about Celts are in the languages of 
their enemies: the Greeks and, later, the Romans. (Monaghan 
iv) 
Fortunately, Ireland escaped the ravages of Roman invasion and therefore 
never developed the artistic styles imitating those of the conquerors. When 
Christianity came to Ireland in the late fourth century AD, monks started 
preserving the early Celtic literature (which was then in oral form) in the 
fonn of written documents. When England was still pagan and illiterate, 
Ireland's monasteries and monastic learning were renowned throughout 
Europe. Druids did not prefer to write anything regarding religious, 
ritualistic and historical practices because according to them, the meaning 
of their beliefs could be distorted and misunderstood by the readers if they 
are unprepared to understand it. They did not develop writing except for a 
rudimentary script, 'Ogham'. This is the earliest form of Irish writing (may 
be considered indigenous to Ireland) and first appeared about the fourth 
century AD. The 'Ogham' script was used from the fourth century through 
the seventh century, a period during which the Irish were converting from 
paganism to Christianity. 
The mythology of Ireland too, did not entirely survive the conversion 
to Christianity but much of it was preserved in medieval Irish literature. 
This large body of work is typically divided into four overlapping cycles: 
Mythological Cycle, Uhonian or Ulster Cycle, Ossianic or Fenian Cycle 
and King's or Historical Cycle. The first cycle represents the remains of the 
pagan mythology of pre-Christian Ireland. It is a pseudo-history of Ireland 
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that describes four invasions (or migrations) by semi-divine peoples. Two 
of these groups, the Fomorians and Tuatha De Danann, are beUeved to 
represent the pre-Gaelic and Gaelic pantheons. The second cycle is set 
around the beginning of the Christian era and most of the action takes place 
in the provinces of Ulster and Connacht. It recounts the lives and deaths of 
Ulaid (the northern province of Ireland) heroes such as Cuchulainn. The 
third cycle recounts the exploits of Fionn mac Cumhail and the Fianna. The 
fourth cycle talks about the genealogy of the high kings of Ireland, recorded 
by medieval Irish bards, or court poets. Thus, whatsoever small amount we 
can get of the pagan Irish about their religion and rituals, is only through the 
literary material available in these four cycles. 
Arrival of Christianity in Ireland 
Christianity, from the ancient Greek 'Christianos'^ is a monotheistic (the 
belief in the existence of one god) religion based on the life and teachings 
of Jesus as presented in canonical gospels and other New Testament 
writings. It considers the Hebrew Bible, which is known as the Old 
Testament, to be canonical. The mainstream Christian belief is that Jesus is 
the 'Son of God' and the saviour of humanity. Because of this, "Christians 
commonly refer to Jesus as Christ or Messiah" (Briggs 40). Christians 
believe that Jesus was conceived by the Holy Spirit, bom of a virgin, 
performed miracles, founded the Church, died sacrificially by crucifixion to 
achieve atonement, rose from the dead, and ascended into heaven, from 
Christianas means those who followed the teachings of Jesus Christ. 
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which he will return (Grudem 568-603). The ministry of Jesus,^ his 
sacrificial death and subsequent resurrection, are often referred to as the 
Gospel message. In short, the "Gospel is news of God the Father's eternal 
victory over evil,'" (Wright, thegospelcoalition.org) and the promise of 
salvation and eternal life for all people, through divine grace {English 
Standard Version Rom. 6.23). 
Christianity is the largest religion in the world, with almost 
two thousand million adherents. It began as a small Jewish 
sect in the Roman Empire, but by the fourth century it had 
become the official religion of the Empire. It later split, like 
the Empire, into the Eastern Byzantine Churches, centred on 
Constantinople, and the Latin Western Church, centred on 
Rome. It was introduced into Latin America in the sixteenth 
century by the Spanish, and in succeeding centuries to Asia 
and Africa and throughout the worldwide British Empire. 
Today there are Christians in every country in the world. Most 
European countries are 'officially' Christian. (Ward 2) 
There is the phenomenon of 'Christianisation' associated with Christian 
religion i.e., the conversion of individuals to Christianity. It, basically, 
includes the practice of converting native pagans, their rituals, practices and 
culture according to Christian faith based on the tradition of the 'Great 
Commission.' The 'Great Commission' is the instruction of the resurrected 
Jesus Christ to his disciples that they spread his teachings to all the nations 
of the world. 
"'Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to 
which Jesus had directed them. '^And when they saw him 
they worshiped him, but some doubted. '^  And Jesus came and 
8 The ministry of Jesus begins with his baptism in the countryside of Roman 
Judea and Transjordan (near the river Jordan) and ends in Jerusalem, 
following the Last Supper with his disciples. 
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said to them, "All authority in heaven and on earth has been 
given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 
the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have 
commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the 
end of the age." (Matt. 28.16-20) 
The most famous version of the 'Great Commission' is in Matthew 28.16-
20, where on a mountain in Galilee Jesus calls on his followers to baptize 
all nations in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
Early Christianity developed in an era of the Roman Empire during 
which many pagan religions were practiced. Due to the spread of 
Christianity, Christians came into contact with the people belonging to 
dominant pagan religions and converted them to Christianity. By the second 
century, many Christians were converts from paganism. 
Christianity arrived in Ireland around fourth century AD. Before this, 
the Irish used to make tombs on hilltops, covered with mounds of earth, to 
emphasize their size. Archaeologists suggest that these were more than just 
burial mounds, probably sacred to the earth goddess. Their positioning 
shows that how the dead could look down on the living while the living 
looked up to the ancestors who provided protection for the tribe. They also 
used to build stone circles like in other parts of Europe. As Irish population 
was concerned with birth and fertility, they included movements of the sun 
in their religious monuments. The circles were temples for a solar religion. 
There are some indications that because of bad weather, the gods and 
goddesses of water, in streams and lakes, also gained much attention. To 
appease these gods, material possessions, animals, and even people were 
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sacrificed. During the period before the coming of Christianity to Ireland, 
religion in Ireland was still concerned with the forces of nature as they were 
considered essential for successful fanning. Druids were the priests or 
soothsayers of this Irish Celtic world, and played the role of intermediaries 
between humans and the gods of the 'Otherworid'. Stories written down by 
Christian monks and descriptions by Roman writers, who witnessed 
European Cehic rituals, provide clues to this Celtic religion. According to 
them, worship was more of a celebration than liturgical, with people 
gathering on the four important days to celebrate the cycle of the seasons: 
Imbolc^ (pronounced i-molk), Beltaine,'° Lughnasadh" (pronounced loo-
na-sa) and Samhain (pronounced saa-win). 
Rome's conquest of most of Europe, and later, adoption of 
Christianity, suppressed such rituals in most Celtic countries. In Ireland, 
though, beyond Rome's influence, the old religion continued. Christian 
missionaries like St. Patrick (who arrived in Ireland in the fifth century AD) 
understood that to convert pagans to Christianity, it was necessary to make 
'^ Imbolc, also called St. Brigid's Day, is a Gaelic festival marking the 
beginning of spring and celebrated on 1st February. It has been suggested 
that it was originally a pagan festival associated with the goddess Brigid 
and later it was Christianised as a festival of St. Brigid, with whom she is 
said to share many traits. 
"^  Beltane is the festival observed on 1st May. In Ireland, this ancient Gaelic 
festival marks the beginning of summer. 
'' The Irish Lughnasadh festival is said to have been begun by the god Lugh 
as a funeral feast and sporting competition to commemorate his foster-
mother, Tailtiu, who died of exhaustion after clearing the plains of Ireland 
for agriculture. It is celebrated on 1st August. 
'^  Samhain is a Gaelic harvest festival held on 31st October-1st November. 
It is popular as the 'Celtic New Year' and now Christianised as 'AH Saints' 
Day'. 
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them believe that certain Christian practices were similar to their own native 
pagan practices: 
. . . much of the sophisticated religious system already in 
place fitted in with Christianity. There was convergence and 
accommodation as many pagan practices were absorbed into 
the Celtic Irish church, making the new religion easier to 
accept. Compared to Christianity's spread elsewhere, 
conversion was gradual and non-violent. ("In Search of 
Ancient Ireland" pbs.org) 
But later, conversion to Christianity took an unfortunate form and became 
oppressive for the Irish people. Legends portray St. Patrick as the primary 
force behind Ireland's peaceful conversion, but a century after his death, the 
monastery in Armagh—supposedly founded by St. Patrick—began its 
campaign to dominate the Irish church. The spread of Christianity across 
Ireland was accelerated in the sixth century AD due to climate disaster and 
plague. According to the church leaders, all such disasters were due to 
pagan worship. Since writing also came to Ireland with Christianity, the 
church also controlled literacy and thus became the primary means of 
education. Thus, pagan practitioners in Ireland started conforming to the 
Christian teachings. 
The patron saint of Ireland, Saint Patrick, is often credited 
with kicking all the snakes out of Ireland. Countless works of 
art have depicted the bearded saint crushing serpents under his 
feet, and pointing to the distance with his staff as if to banish 
them from his sight. But how is one to reconcile this story 
with the fact that there has never been any evidence of these 
reptiles living in Ireland in all its history? Some scholars 
contend that the snakes were originally symbols for Irish 
druids. Serpents are thought to have been important in the 
Celtic spirituality of the pagan Irish, and the druids were the 
keepers of that faith, acting as priests and priestesses. 
(Da Silva strangehorizons.com) 
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Muirchu maccu Machtheni'-^ was an Irish bishop who wrote St. Patrick's 
hagiography , The Life of Saint Patrick, during the seventh century, and 
explained the nature of conversion by St. Patrick, two hundred years afiter 
the saint's death. Even today, this set of stories colour people's 
understanding of the saint. Muirchu wrote that St. Patrick was the driving 
force behind the annihilation of the Irish druids. Two of his stories illustrate 
this claim particularly well. The first deals with St. Patrick and his former 
master as St. Patrick had been sold into slavery from Britain to Ireland at 
the age of sixteen. The other concerns a confrontation between St. Patrick 
and the pagan king Loiguire, along with Loiguire's court druids, at the Hill 
of Tara in Ireland. In these stories, St. Patrick demonstrates such a 
behaviour which is not typical of a Christian bishop. "Instead of possessing 
the traits of patience and forgiveness, St. Patrick is shown as vindictive, and 
he succeeds in a quest to punish his enemies with the help of the Christian 
God" (Da Silva strangehorizons.com). 
Both of these stories take place after St. Patrick had been ordained as 
a bishop. He and a few of his followers supposedly went back to Ireland 
with the goal of converting the pagan Irish to Christianity. The first place 
'^  Muirchu moccu Machtheni, usually known simply as Muirchu, was a 
seventh-century Irish historian and Leinster monk. He is best known for his 
Vita sancti Patricii or Life of Saint Patrick, one of the first accounts of the 
famous fifth-century saint, and which credits Patrick with the conversion of 
Ireland in advance of the spread of monasticism. While several miraculous 
episodes are included, the work is probably "as accurate as can be expected 
given the sources available" (Grugel 598). 
'"* A hagiography is the biography of a saint or ecclesiastical leader. 
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St. Patrick went to in this journey, according to Muirchu, was his former 
master Miliucc in order to buy his freedom, for technically St. Patrick had 
run away and never paid his former master to become free from slavery. 
However, when Miliucc heard that St. Patrick was on his way to visit, he 
thought that St. Patrick meant to convert him to Christianity by force: 
"When Miliucc heard that his slave was about to come and see him, in order 
to make him accept, forcibly as it were, a way of life against his will at the 
end of his days. . . the devil put it into his mind to seek death of his own 
free will in fire" (Bieler 81). So Miliucc burnt himself along with all of his 
possessions. This was a common act of pagans in Ireland "'when faced with 
inevitable defeat" (Hopkin 41). How did St. Patrick react to this suicide? He 
cursed him. Muirchu quotes St. Patrick as saying: 
[Tjhis man and king, who chose to bum himself in fire rather 
than believe at the end of his life and serve eternal God 
. . . none of his sons shall sit on his throne as king of his 
kingdom in generations to come; what is more, his line shall 
be subordinate forever. (Bieler 81) 
It seems that indeed it was St. Patrick's intention to convert Miliucc to 
Christianity, and the bishop was angry simply because Miliucc had died a 
pagan instead of a Christian. Muirchu claims that the High King Loiguire 
celebrated a pagan holiday on the day that Christians celebrate Easter^^ 
Loiguire and his druids lived on the Hill of Tara. The druids and the 
nobility gathered at Loiguire's palace in order to "celebrate with many 
'^ As described in the New Testament, Easter is a Christian festival and 
holiday celebrating the resurrection of Jesus Christ on the third day after his 
crucifixion at Calvary as described in the New Testament. 
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incantations and magic rites and other superstitious acts of idolatry" (Bieler 
85). Alannah Hopkin, in The Living Legend of St. Patrick, records that on 
that day. the pagan custom stated that no fire should be lit in Ireland before 
the sacred fire was kindled at the palace at Tara (42). St. Patrick, however, 
had no love for this custom, and deliberately lit a fire on the Hill of Slane 
before the fire was lit on Tara. King Loiguire could see this act of disrespect 
from his palace and gathered his counsellors to discuss the matter. 
According to Muirchu, the druids prophesied that if the fire of Slane were 
not put out that night, then: 
. . . it will never be exfinguished at all; it will rise above all 
the fires of our customs, and he who has kindled it on this 
night and the kingdom that has been brought upon us by him 
who has kindled it. .. . will overpower us all and you, and will 
seduce all the people of your kingdom, and all the kingdoms 
will yield to it, and it will spread over the whole country and 
will reign in all eternity. (Bieler 87) 
Essentially, the druids told their pagan king that if they did not stop the 
acfions of St. Patrick that night, then St. Patrick would supplant the pagan 
religion and replace it with the newer Christianity. It is also believed that St. 
Patrick told King Loiguire, "If you do not believe now you shall die at once, 
for the wrath of God has come down upon your head" (Bieler 97). Indeed, 
this "convert or die" proclamation convinced the pagan king that it "is 
better for me to believe than to die" (Bieler 97). 
Throughout history, there have been cases of one religion imposing 
itself on another by force. The conversion of Christianity in Ireland was 
Singh 48 
another such instance St. Patrick came to the island with a troupe of men to 
convert the 'heathens' to Christianity. 
Historically, the Irish did not seem threatened by Patrick's 
activities. Many actually incorporated Christianity into their 
beliefs. In addition, scholars are not sure whether Patrick was 
as wildly successful at conversion as Muirchu claims. 
However, long after Patrick died, the church apparently had 
gained enough power to write its own version of events. 
Muirchu and others were allowed to create a revisionist 
history. In it, they claimed that Christianity was superior to 
paganism, and that this divine superiority had enabled a 
miraculous victory in Patrick's time. Thus, authors such as 
Muirchu made Patrick's mission seem more successful than it 
actually was. So, when Patrick first introduced Christianity to 
the pagan Irish, there was little contention between Patrick 
and the druids. But by the time Muirchu and others came 
along, circumstances had changed such that they could claim 
it was a straightforward matter of good versus evil, in order to 
further their own agenda of replacing paganism with 
Christianity. (Da Silva strangehorizons.com) 
Some scholars give a good explanation of what this conversion may have 
looked like. They suggest that this conversion is not what we would 
consider conversion by today's standards. Indeed, just because some pagans 
decided to accept St. Patrick's gods does not necessarily mean that they 
abandoned their own. Because pagans were used to accepting a number of 
different gods into their pantheon, it would mean that when they were 
introduced to the new god, it probably meant that they included him in their 
worship, "not that they limited their worship to him" (Hopkin 21). 
So, "unlike in Muirchu's account of the conversion of Ireland, no 
one found St. Patrick so threatening as to warrant a call to arms over 
Christianity" (Hopkin 21). There was never a recorded act of violence 
between Christian and pagan, nor was there a single martyrdom in Ireland 
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over the conversion to Christianity (Hopkin 21).Some scholars argue that 
the young Irish were attracted to the new values advocated by Christians, 
such as forgiveness and redemption. 
Two forms of Christianity competed in Europe in the 7th and 
8th centuries: an Irish monastic model, decentralized and quite 
secular with divorce accepted and priests likely to have 
families, versus a centralized Latin model based on the power 
of a Pope in Rome who now demanded celibacy from his 
priests. Rome would be the ultimate winner. As the Latin 
Church consolidated power, a so-called "reform" movement 
aimed to curb what it saw as excesses of the Irish church. 
Ireland became the target of Roman propaganda, labeled an 
island of barbarians and a center of immoral pagan practices. 
("In Search of Ancient Ireland" pbs.org) 
'Celtic Christianity' or 'Insular Christianity' refers broadly to certain 
features of Christianity that were common, or held to be common, across 
the Celtic-speaking world during the Early Middle Ages (fifth century to 
the tenth century AD). 'Celtic Christianity' has been conceived of in 
different ways at different times. Above all, Celtic Christianity is seen as 
being inherently distinct from—and generally opposed to—the Catholic 
Church (Corning 1). Other common claims are that Celtic Christianity 
denied the authority of the Pope, was less authoritarian than the Catholic 
Church, more spiritual, friendlier to women, more connected with nature, 
and more comfortable dealing with the ancient Celtic religion (Corning I). 
One view, which gained substantial scholarly traction in the nineteenth 
century, was that there was a "Celtic Church", a significantly organized 
Christian body or denomination uniting the Celtic people and separating 
them from the "Roman" church of continental Europe (Koch 432-434). 
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Others have been content to speak of "Celtic Christianity'" as consisting of 
certain traditions and beliefs intrinsic to the Celts (Koch 432-434). 
However, modern scholars have identified problems with all of these 
claims, and find the term "Celtic Christianity" problematic in itself (Koch 
431). The idea of a "Celtic Church" is roundly rejected by modern scholars 
due to the lack of substantiating evidence (Koch 432-434). Indeed, there 
were distinct Irish and British church traditions, each with their own 
practices, and there was significant local variation even within the 
individual Irish and British spheres (Coming 4). While there were some 
traditions known to have been common to both the Irish and British 
churches, these were relatively few. Even these commonalities did not exist 
due to the "Celticity" of the regions, but due to other historical and 
geographical factors (Koch 432). Additionally, the Chrisfians of Ireland and 
Britain were not "anti-Roman"; the authority of Rome and the papacy were 
venerated as strongly in Celtic areas as they were in any other region of 
Europe (Corning 1-4). Caitlin Coming further notes that the "Irish and 
British were no more pro-women, pro-environment, or even more spiritual 
than the rest of the Church" (1). 
Not much factual history is known previous to the arrival of the 
Christians in Ireland as they had become the first people to actually 
document historic events in Ireland. By the time of their arrival in Ireland, 
approximately AD 430, the country was dominated by the Celtic culture 
that had arrived during the Iron Age period. The influential people in 
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Ireland were druids including the Kings and nobles and they were against 
the coming of Christians in the country. Many people believe that St. 
Patrick was the one responsible for bringing Christianity to Ireland but St. 
Palladius was the first Christian to arrive in Ireland sent over from Rome by 
the Pope in AD 430, two years before St Patrick's arrival ("Palladius" 
en.wikipedia.org). St. Palladius was not as successful in converting the Irish 
druids to Christianity as was St. Patrick. P. W. Joyce, in A Smaller Social 
History of Ancient Ireland describes, the state of Christianity in Ireland, as it 
was, before the arrival of St. Patrick: 
. . . there were Christians in Ireland long before the time of St. 
Patrick we know from the words of St. Prosper of Aquitaine, 
who lived at the time of the event he records. He tells us that, 
in the year 431, Pope Celestine sent Palladius "to the Scots 
believing in Christ, to be their first bishop": and Bede repeats 
the same statement. Palladius landed on the coast of the 
present County Wicklow, and after a short and troubled 
sojourn he converted a few people, and founded three little 
churches in that part of the country. One of them is called in 
the old records Cill Fine or Cill-Fine-Cormaic [pronounced 
Killeena-Cormac], where a venerable lonely little cemetery 
exists to this day, three miles southwest from Dunlavin in 
Wicklow, and is still called by the old name, slightly changed 
to Killeen Cormac. (133) 
Christianity had reached pagan Ireland around AD 400 and the reason that 
the conversion from pagan worship to Christian worship was bloodless (as 
was not the case in the rest of Europe at the time) may be because some 
monasteries were already built in Ireland for monks who wanted permanent 
communion with God. Thus, there were Christians in Ireland in 
considerable numbers before the Pope thought a bishop was necessary to 
convert more pagans into Christianity. It is highly probable that the 
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knowledge of Christianity that existed in Ireland before the arrival of St. 
Palladius and St. Patrick (in AD 431 and 432, respectively) came from 
Britain, with which the Irish then kept up a constant connection. However, a 
great number of the Irish were pagans when St. Patrick arrived in AD 432; 
and to him belongs the glory of converting them. 
Different Christian churches are distinguished from one another 
largely by their differing attitudes to authority and the way it is exercised. 
All Christians, however, accept Jesus Christ as the ultimate authority for 
faith, through whom God has revealed the nature of divine love and the way 
to salvation. It is, therefore, important for Christianity that there should be 
some trustworthy testimony to Jesus' life and teachings, which can be 
passed on to future generations. All Christians also accept that the basic 
source of this testimony is the Holy Bible, which provides the foundation 
for Christian prayers and beliefs. The Bible is made up of various books 
containing stories, histories, poems, letters, proverbs and prophecies related 
to Christianity. There are slight differences between the Roman Catholic 
and other Christian churches as to which books are included in the Bible but 
the sixty-six main books of the Old and New Testament are printed in all 
Bibles. For a Christian, the most important part of the Bible is the New 
Testament, which consists of four 'gospels'—the accounts of the life and 
teachings of Jesus. The Bible is the only written source for knowledge of 
Jesus, and for the beliefs of many of his earliest followers. Because of this, 
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many Christians believe that it must be protected from error by God, so that 
the revelation of God in Jesus will not be corrupted or distorted. 
In Ireland, Christians became known for their monastic lifestyle. 
They built monasteries in remote places which became important centres 
not only for worship but also for learning. The monks loved to write and 
hence recorded important events which were occurring in Ireland during 
their time. They also wrote down pagan folklore and mythological tales. 
Today, without the records from the Christian monks, we would know very 
little about Ireland and its early history. Still, we may not trust its pagan 
originality as Celtic Ireland had largely oral traditions. The spread of 
writing (in Latin) in Ireland coincided with the spread of Christianity and 
the Christian influences in them cannot be ignored. 
"The lord protect us from the saints of god"'^: Treatment of 
Christianity and Paganism in Synge's Plays 
The family of J. M. Synge came to Ireland in the seventeenth century from 
England and produced a succession of bishops for the Protestant Church of 
Ireland. His mother, a staunch Protestant, was the daughter of an Ulster-
born rector and his uncle had been the Church of Ireland minister in the 
Aran Islands in the 1850s. 
Although, Synge came from an Anglo-Irish background, his writings 
were mainly concerned with the world of the Roman Catholic peasants of 
'^  The title has been taken from Mary Douls's dialogue in Synge's The Well 
of the Saints. See Synge, Plays 116. 
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rural Ireland; and it is from their perspective that he saw the essential 
paganism of their world. 
Synge, who was a devoted son, greatly hurt his religious mother 
when, on reading Charles Darwin's Origin of Species at the age of fourteen, 
he began to doubt the story of the Garden of Eden. As the loss of Eden was 
the beginning of knowledge and self-assertion for mankind, similarly, the 
estrangement from a strict Evangelical doctrine led Synge to a widening of 
imagination and understanding the occult. The burden of his mother's vivid 
belief in hell-fire and the untimely death of his father dragged him down to 
a deep well of troubles. An early love of the countryside and wildlife 
afforded some relief from the oppressions of family responsibilities at 
home, but his reading of Darwin, introduced the new pain of religious 
doubt. Within a few years he no longer regarded himself as a Christian but 
as a worshipper of a new goddess, Ireland Synge himself wrote: 
When I was about fourteen [,j I obtained a book of Darwin's. . 
. . My studies showed me the force of what I read, [and] the 
more I put it from me the more it rushed back with new 
instances and power. . . . Soon afterwards I turned my 
attention to works of Christian evidence, reading them at first 
with pleasure, soon with doubt, and at last in some cases with 
derision. {Collected Works 10-11) 
Synge, then continued, "Soon after I had relinquished the kingdom of God I 
began to take up a real interest in the kingdom of Ireland. My politics went 
round . . . to a temperate Nationalism" {Collected Works 13). He developed 
an interest in Irish antiquities and the Aran Islands, and became a member 
of the Irish League for a year (Smith xv). He later quit the Irish League and 
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told Maud Gonne (the Anglo-Irish nationalist, feminist and actress), "my 
theory of regeneration for Ireland differs from yours. . . . I wish to work on 
my own for the cause of Ireland, and I shall never be able to do so if I get 
mixed up with a revolutionary and semi-military movement" (Greene, 
Stephens 62-63). His reading of Darwin coincided with a crisis of faith and 
Synge abandoned the Protestant religion of his upbringing around this time 
(Greene, Stephens 15). 
There is no evidence to show that John Synge practiced any 
kind of religious observance, and likewise none to suggest that 
he held (privately, so to speak) any religious beliefs . . . . 
When it was observed that, during the last days in Elpis 
Nursing Home, John Synge read silently from a bible wrapped 
in brown paper, was he reverting to family type? . . . The 
brown paper, I suggest, signifies privacy, most difficult for a 
very weakened man, fighting for each hour and day, attended 
by numerous staff and visited regularly by relatives, some of 
whom were close to the fundamentalist Plymouth Brethren. 
Nevertheless, beneath the nonedescript cover there was a 
bible, in whose literal truthfulness the dying man's family 
believed. (McCormack syngecycle.com) 
Considering the above stated view, one may say that it is doubtful to 
establish that J. M. Synge observed any kind of religious practice 
throughout his life. A better term would be 'agnostic' to describe his 
leanings towards any religion whether pagan or Christian. Thus, personally, 
he neither favoured nor went against Christianity or paganism in his plays. 
What he portrayed in his plays, was the 'real' attitude of the converted 
(whether influenced or forced) islanders towards religion and their opinions 
about the practitioners of that religion. He highlighted the pagan beliefs of 
the Aran people in his plays because he found them believing in the same 
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'primitive' gods, spirits, and fairies during iiis Aran visits. Though the 
islanders had formally adopted Christianity, their outlook was 
fundamentally pagan. The regular devastation caused by the sea created in 
them a belief that the world was still in the clutches of their gods (here, the 
pagan sea-god) instead of the benevolent Christian Almighty Father. In 
Riders to the Sea, when Maurya's daughter Cathleen asks Nora if the priest 
would stop Hartley from going to the sea, to this Nora replies: 
NORA. "I won't stop him," says he; "but let you not be afraid. 
Herself does be saying prayers half through the night, and 
the Almighty God won't leave her destitute," says he, 
"with no son living." (Synge, Plays 32) 
But we notice that against the power of sea-god, the benevolent Christian 
God of the priest does not shower his blessings over Hartley and he is 
drowned in the sea. It is significant to note that Maurya questions the words 
of the young priest: 
NORA. Didn't the young priest say the Almighty God won't 
leave her destitute with no son living? 
MAURYA {in a low voice, but clearly). It's little the like of 
him knows of the sea . . . (Synge, Plays 45). 
As far as Riders to the Sea is concerned, for many critics, the strength of the 
play and its effectiveness depends not only on the skill of its construction, 
but on the symbolic echoes which relate it to the images of mythical, 
religious or literary origin of Irish culture. 
The 'grey pony', for example, on which Michael appears 
is frequently identified with the 'pale horse' of Revelation. 
'And I looked, and behold, a pale horse: and his name that sat 
on him was Death, and Hell followed with him.' Or again 
from Revelation there is the description of the bride of the 
Lamb: 'And to her was granted that she should be arrayed in 
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fine linen, clean and white'; did Synge have this passage in 
mind when he described the ghostly figure of Michael 'with 
fine clothes on him, and new shoes on his feet'? 
. . . The relationship between Christian and pagan 
becomes an issue of the play; variations of the resentment and 
resignation make up a complex of emotions aligning it with 
the great tragedies. Synge and his audience share a cultural 
frame of reference which gives to the bare action of Riders the 
depth and resonance of major work of art. (Grene, Nicholas 
52) 
As Nicholas Grene suggests the similarity between the 'pale horse' of the 
book of Revelation in the Bible and the 'grey pony' of Michael in the 
above-mentioned paragraph, one can also trace similarities between the 
'bright red' horse of the book of Revelation and the 'red mare' on which 
Hartley rode. As the 'pale horse' symbolically stands for death, carrying on 
its back a rider named 'Death,' in the same way, Michael's 'grey pony' was 
carrying 'death' as a 'rider' in the form of Michael's ghost. Similarly, as the 
rider of the 'bright red' horse 'was permitted to take peace from earth,' in 
the same way the rider of the 'red mare,' Bartley, snatched peace from 
Maurya's earthly existence. 
When he opened the second seal, I heard the second 
living creature say, "Come!" '^ And out came another horse, 
bright red. Its rider was permitted to take peace from the earth, 
so that people should slay one another, and he was given a 
great sword. 
. . . ''when he opened the fourth seal, I heard the voice of 
o 
the fourth living creature say, "Come!" And I looked, and 
behold, a pale horse! And its rider's name was Death, and 
Hades followed him. And they were given authority over a 
fourth of the earth, to kill with sword and with famine and 
with pestilence and by wild beasts of the earth. (Rev. 6.3-8) 
In Synge's Riders to the Sea we see one male 'grey pony' and the other 
being female 'red mare'. Another Celtic mythological figure, goddess 
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Epona (pronounced eh-poh-nuh), can also be associated with Maurya's 
premonition because seeing the 'pony' and the 'mare' together, can 
symbolize the presence of the goddess. Epona is specifically identified by 
her horse symbolism and is often linked with the images of death. There is 
one more Irish goddess There is an Irish goddess or spirit named Aine 
(pronounced en-sya). She is both the moon and sun goddess with varying 
chracteristics. She, sometimes assumes the shape of an unbeatable horse, 
Lair Derg or 'red mare'and is associated with prosperity and glory. Maurya 
says that she saw "Bartley" coming along "riding on the red mare" (Synge, 
Collected Plays 45-46). Bartley can attain glory and prosperity only in the 
'Otherworld' like Michael can get new shoes and fresh attire. For Maurya, 
this might be a sign of fairy-influence over her son and the main reason to 
worry for Hartley's life. 
Red is generally an Otherworld colour, and horses had 
associations with death; the title thus seems to point to Aine as 
a goddess of death who takes us on a ride to the afterlife. 
(Monaghan 279) 
Maurya, in the end, turns into a resigned mother figure accepting the fate 
with fortitude and says, "No man at all can be living forever, and we must 
be satisfied" (Synge, Collected Plays 52). 
The final scene illustrates the way in which Synge keeps 
close to the reality he has observed, and yet makes of it a 
dramatic experience which lives within the world of artistic 
universals. The source of the play's famous last line is to be 
found in an Irish letter from Martin Macdonough, which 
translates literally as follows: 
It fell out that the wife of my brother Seagan died, and she 
was buried the last Sunday of the month of December 
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satisfied because nobody can be living forever . . . (Grene, 
Nicholas 52). 
In spite of the similarity of the words, however, this Irish letter by Martin 
Macdonough is different in spirit, when compared to Synge's version. 
Martin's remark is influenced by his Catholicism. Christian beliefs about 
the afterlife vary between denominations and individual Christians, but the 
vast majority of Christians believe in heaven, a place pervaded by the 
presence of God, a place of eternal bliss and free from suffering and pain. 
Christians also believe in the existence of hell, where non-believers or 
sinners are punished. Views differ as to whether hell is eternal and whether 
its punishment is spiritual or physical. Some Christians reject the notion 
altogether. Some Christians also believe in purgatory, a temporary place of 
punishment for Christians who have died with unconfessed sins. 
'^But we do not want you to be uninformed, brothers, about 
those who are asleep, that you may not grieve as others do 
who have no hope. '"'For since we believe that Jesus died and 
rose again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him 
those who have fallen asleep. '^For this we declare to you by a 
word from the Lord, that we who are alive, who are left until 
the coming of the Lord, will not precede those who have 
fallen asleep. '''For the Lord himself will descend from heaven 
with a cry of command, with the voice of an archangel, and 
with the sound of the trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ 
will rise first. '^Then we who are alive, who are left, will be 
caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in 
the air, and so we will always be with the Lord. '^Therefore 
encourage one another with these words. (1 Thess. 4.13-18) 
Though, the burial practices of the some Celtic pagans included burying 
food, weapons, and ornaments with the dead thus suggesting a belief in life 
after death (Barry 208-210), but this afterlife does not suggest existence of 
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human souls in heaven or hell. Some Irish pagans have equated this afterlife 
with the realms known as 'Mag Mell'^^ and 'Tir na nOg''^ (Celtic 
'Otherworld') in Irish mythology. 
There is no proof at all that the pagan Irish believed in a life 
after death. Nor did they much care for the Christian heaven 
about which St. Patrick preached. They thought it very sad 
and grave and quiet, not suited to fierce warriors, and there are 
remaining a large number of poems, called Ossianic Poems, in 
which Oisin, the son of Finn, who was a poet, is represented 
as arguing with St. Patrick about his teaching. He says that the 
combats, and feasts, and hunting to which the Fianna were 
accustomed were far finer things than fasting and prayers and 
psalm-singing, and that the wide hospitality of Finn was better 
than the rigorous life of a Christian monk. No doubt these 
poems really express the feeling of many of the people to 
whom the missionaries taught a new way of life, and a new 
ideal. . . . They thought that some favored mortals could go 
away into a fairy-land of palaces and music, of beautiful men 
and women, and could afterwards come back again to earth 
and go on with their natural life. This land was called Tir na n-
Og or the Land of Youth, because no one there ever grew old; 
or sometimes Magh Mell, the Plain of Pleasures, because it 
was so sweet and rich. (Hull 85) 
If one believes in the afterlife, one may show resignation in the face of 
death and be satisfied, not only because death is inescapable, but because 
death is the beginning of everlasting life. All this is felt in the above 
mentioned comment by Marin but in Riders to the Sea, this easy 
'** In Irish mythology, Mag Mell means "land of joy". It was a mythical 
realm achievable through death and/or glory. It was similar to the fields of 
Elysium in Greek mythology and was accessible only to a select few. Mag 
Mell's allure extended from the pagan era to Christian times. See 
MacKillop(1998). 
'^  Tir na nOg ("Land of the Young") is the most popular of the Otherworlds 
in Irish mythology. It is perhaps best known from the story of Oisin, the 
Irish hero, who was said to have been brought there by Niamh. It was where 
the Tuatha De Danann settled when they left Ireland's surface, and was 
visited by some of Ireland's greatest heroes. See MacKillop (1998). 
Singh 61 
Christianity is troubled by the deeply pagan emotion which Synge was 
always quick to detect beneath the surface of Aran Catholicism. The 
representative of Christian beliefs in the play is the unseen 'young priest', 
who is obviously controlling authority of the island. He is in charge of the 
identification of Michael's clothes and he is also in a position to stop 
Bartley going to Connemara. The terrible fact of the sea's hostility leaves 
no room for the pious hope in the justice of a Christian God. 
The conflict between Maurya and the Sea can end only in her 
bitter acknowledgement of defeat: 'They are all gone now, 
and there isn't anything the sea can do to me.' And yet the 
conclusion of the play is Christian in tone: "May the Almighty 
God have mercy in Hartley's soul, and on Michael's soul . . . 
world". (Grene, Nicholas 55) 
Nicholas Grene in Synge: A Critical Study of the Plays also states that 
•'Synge could not easily accept the Christian attitude, for struggling against 
it is his intense awareness of the finality of death. We see in Maurya not the 
serenity of the simple believer, but the peace which is close to emotional 
exhaustion, literally 'calm of mind, all passion spent'" (Grene. Nicholas 
56). 
This kind of pagan response gives rise to several beliefs, considered 
by many as mere superstitions. In Synge's plays, an example of this would 
be Maurya's vision of the 'riders' where she sees Michael's apparition on 
the 'grey' pony and Bartley riding the 'red' mare. 
MAURYA. I went down to the spring well, and I stood there 
saying a prayer to myself Then Bartley came along, and 
he riding on the red mare with the grey pony behind him 
[she puts up her hands, as if to hide something from her 
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eyes]. The Son of God spare us, Nora ! (Synge, Collected 
Plays 45) 
Here, it is significant to note that Maurya remembers the "Son of God"^^ in 
her prayers to save her son's life. It means that she requests the Almighty to 
have mercy on them and save her son from drowning. But somewhere in 
their hearts, due to their pagan beliefs, Maurya and her daughters become 
sure of Hartley's fast approaching death. The stormy weather and the 
ominous surroundings (signified by Michael's apparition, the 'grey pony' 
and the 'red mare') present their pagan approach to this; and it is clearly 
noticeable through their conversation: 
MAURYA {a little defiantly), I'm after seeing him this day, 
and he riding and galloping. Hartley came first on the red 
mare, and I tried to say "God speed you," but something 
choked the words in my throat. He went by quickly; and 
"the blessing of God on you," says he, and I could say 
nothing. I looked up then, and I crying, at the grey pony, 
and there was Michael upon it with fine clothes on him, 
and new shoes on his feet. 
CATHLEEN (begins to keen). It's destroyed we are from this 
day. It's destroyed, surely, (Synge, Plays 45) 
Saying 'God speed you' means that 'you remain safe from the fairies,' who 
steal children, young men/women and strike people with paralysis. When 
. . . the peasant sees a cloud of dust sweeping along the road, 
he raises his hat and says, "God speed you, gentlemen!" for it 
is the popular belief that it is in these cloudy vehicles that the 
Good People journey from one place to another. 
(Keightley, "Ireland" sacred-texts.com) 
'"^  Many people believe that if "God is to be the Saviour of 'fallen' 
humanity, then God must act to show humans the nature of sin, to show 
them the divine love, and to liberate people from sin. On the planet earth, 
Christians believe that God acted to do this specifically in the person of 
Jesus. (Ward, 46) 
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We see that the intended blessings of Maurya for her son could not have 
been uttered by her because "something choked" her throat. This clearly 
shows her firm belief in the power of destiny decided on by their pagan 
gods and fairy folk which gave her hallucinations (or else, real feeling) of 
all that was happening to her. For Irish pagans, the sea is all powerful and a 
drowning man cannot be rescued by anyone, once the sea claims him. 
The sea is indeed the 'Almighty God' of the play, an older and 
more formidable spiritual power than that represented by the 
priest who, it is emphasized, is 'young'. The priest never 
enters the action of the play. He is absent physically from the 
cottage of Maurya just as he is, spiritually, a stranger to her 
world. His reported words are all comforting, but they do not 
comfort. (Skelton 50) 
In her vision, Maurya sees Michael's apparition (a popular Celtic belief in 
the spirit of the dead) riding on the back of 'grey pony' behind Hartley, 
which may symbolise 'pooka,' herself taking Hartley to the Otherworld. 
According to legend, the 'pooka' is a shape shifter fairy and most 
commonly takes the fonn of a sleek black horse with a flowing mane and 
luminescent golden eyes. 
In the Irish pagan belief, there is a place of darkness through which 
the spirits pass into Hades (a place under earth where spirits of the dead go), 
and black cliffs appear as ominous places in many Irish folk-tales and 
myths. 
This, of course, connects up with the appearance of Michael's 
apparition later in the play, riding a grey pony. The colour 
grey is associated with death in Ireland. The Grey Washer by 
the Ford is, in Irish folk-tale, a female spectre who seems at 
first to be washing clothes in a river, but when approached by 
the man about to die she holds up the clothes and they have 
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become the man's own phantom marked with mortal wounds 
he is about to receive. Here the use of clothing and spectre 
echoes Synge's treatment of the appearance of Michael. 
(Skelton 48) 
Some other pagan beliefs are also evident in Maurya's dialogues in the play 
like when she says that 'there was a star up against the moon' (Synge, 
Collected Plays 40) and Hartley should not go to the sea; it shows the belief 
of peasant folk in premonitions of death and disaster. The supernatural 
vision like those of Bride Dara and Maurya's witnessing of Michael's 
apparition riding the grey pony reveal the rustic imagination of the Aran 
people. Moreover, the custom of lamenting over the dead by keening is yet 
another Aran practice that Synge himself had observed. 
We notice the frequent use of 'Holy Water' from the 'Holy Wells' in 
Synge's plays. In Catholicism, Anglicanism, Eastern Orthodoxy, 
Lutheranism, Oriental Orthodoxy, and some other churches, some water is 
sanctified by a priest for the purpose of baptism, for blessing of persons, 
places, and objects, or a means of repelling evil (Altman 130-133). Thus, 
holy water apparently suggests some element of Christianity in the play 
when we notice Maurya sprinkling 'Holy Water' over the clothes of the 
drowned Michael. Again to this, Skelton gives a pagan turning point. 
. . . but there is some doubt as to the nature of that 'Holy 
Water', for Maurya refers to 'going down and getting Holy 
Water in the dark nights after Samhain'. It may be that she 
collects it from a Holy Well, even the Spring Well, mentioned 
in the play, but it is clear that the only time she does collect it 
is in the nights after Samhain, for now that Samhain is nearly 
come round again her supply is almost exhausted; it is the last 
of Holy Water she sprinkles over Michael's clothes. Thus the 
Holy Water is much more the magical power of pre-Christian 
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belief than the water blessed by the priest. Indeed, the priest is 
not in it at all. (Skelton 51) 
Maurya, too confirms that her prayers to the 'Almighty God' have not 
brought any results and now her pagan god— the malevolent sea— also, 
will not be able to harm her because now she has no son left with her who 
could lose his life in the sea. 
MAURYA {drops Michael's clothes across Bartley'sfeet, and 
sprinkles the Holy Water over him). It isn't that I haven't 
prayed for you, Bartley, to the Almighty God. It isn't that 
I haven't said prayers in the dark night till you wouldn't 
know what I'd be saying ; but it's a great rest I'll have 
now, and it's time, surely. It's a great rest I'll have now, 
and great sleeping in the long nights after Samhain, if it's 
only a bit of wet flour we do have to eat, and maybe a fish 
that would be stinking. (Synge, Plays 49-50) 
Again, in The Well of the Saints, the saint who cures the blindness of the 
Douls, is not heard sanctifying the water for the said purpose; rather he also 
collects the holy water from a holy well. 
TIMMY. Did ever you hear tell of a place across a bit of the 
sea, where there is an island, and the grave of the four 
beautiful saints? 
MARY DOUL. I've heard people have walked round from the 
west and they speaking of that. 
TIMMY {impressively). There's a green ferny well, I'm told, 
behind of that place, and if you put a drop of the water out 
of it on the eyes of a blind man, you'll make him see as 
well as any person is walking the world. 
(Synge, Plays 63) 
The holy wells in Ireland, at all times, have been held in great veneration by 
both pagans and Christians and many of the pagan Irish worshipped wells 
as gods. Some of these were blessed and consecrated to Christian uses by 
the early saints. The saints are said to have "rescued" the holy wells from 
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heathenism, and blessed it, so that it was ever after revered as a holy well. 
In this manner hundreds of the heathen wells were taken over and sanctified 
by the early saints, so that they came to be even more venerated by the 
Christians than they had been by the pagans. Most of the early preachers of 
the Gospel established their humble foundations—many of them destined to 
grow in after-years into great religious and educational institutions—beside 
fountains, whose waters at the same time supplied the daily wants of the 
little communities, and served for the baptism of converts. 
There are now innumerable holy wells scattered all over the 
country, most of them called by the names of the noble old 
missionaries who spent their lives in converting the pagans or 
in ministering to the spiritual needs of the Christian people of 
the several localities. In this manner most of our early saints 
became associated with wells. The practice began with St. 
Patrick, who, we are told, founded a church at Magh Slecht, in 
the present County Cavan: "and there [to this day is 
reverenced] Patrick's well, in which he baptised many." 
(Joyce, A Smaller Social History 164) 
But in The Well of the Saints, we notice that the 'heathen' beggars do touch 
the can of holy water and still it does not lose its power to cure blindness. 
Though, Timmy is heard telling Martin and Mary Doul, the two blind 
beggars, that: 
TIMMY. It'd be no good to be sending a sinful man the like 
of ourselves, for I'm told the holiness of the water does be 
getting soiled with the villainy of your heart, the time 
you'd be carrying it, and you looking round on the girls, 
maybe, or drinking a small sup at a still. (Synge, Plays 64) 
MARY DOUT. Then tell us your wonder, Timmy. .. . What 
person'11 bring it at all ? 
TIMMY {relenting). It's a fine holy man will bring it, a saint 
ofthe Almighty God. 
MARY DOUL {overawed). A saint is it? 
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TIMMY. Ay, a fine saint, who's going round through the 
churches of Ireland, with a long cloak on him, and naked 
feet, for he's brought a sup of the water slung at his side, 
and, with the like of him, any little drop is enough to cure 
the dying, or to make the blind see as clear as the gray 
hawks do be high up, on a still day, sailing the sky. 
(Synge, Plays 65) 
We also come to know that the saint himself did not collect the water from 
the holy well because he was afraid to go there on his own. 
MARTIN DOUL {listening). That's Molly Byrne, I'm 
thinking. Molly Byrne and Bride come on left and cross to 
Martin Doul, carrying water-can, Saint's bell, and cloak. 
MOLLY (volubly). God bless you, Martin. I've holy water 
here, from the grave of the four saints of the west, will 
have you cured in a short while and seeing like ourselves 
TIMMY (crosses to Molly, interrupting her). He's heard that. 
God help you. But where at all is the Saint, and what way 
is he after trusting the holy water with the likes of you? 
MOLLY BYRNE. He was afeard to go a far way with the 
clouds is coming beyond, so he's gone up now through 
the thick woods to say a prayer at the crosses of Grianan, 
and he's coming on this road to the church. 
TIMMY (still astonished). And he's after leaving the holy 
water with the two of you ? It's a wonder, surely. 
(Synge, Plays 67) 
Molly also says that the saint: 
. . . gave the water, and his big cloak, and his bell to the two 
of us, for young girls, says he, are the cleanest holy people 
you'd see walking the world.(Synge, Plays 68) 
Then, we notice Martin taking the can containing holy water from Molly 
and again giving it to Mary. 
MARTIN DOUL (leaning forward, holding out his hands). 
Let you give me the water in my hand, Molly Byrne, the 
way I'll know you have it surely. 
MOLLY BYRNE (giving it to him). Wonders is queer things, 
and maybe it'd cure you, and you holding it alone. . . .He 
feels for Mary Doul and gives her the can. 
(Synge, Plays 68) 
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Molly hands over saint's bells and cloak to Martin, even then, if they do get 
contaminated and unworthy for use by the holy saint, the holy water does 
not lose its curing power. 
MOLLY BYRNE {unfolding Saint's cloak). Let you stand up 
now, Martin Doul, till I put his big cloak on you. {Martin 
Doul rises, comes forward, centre a little.) The way we'd 
see how you'd look, and you a saint of the Almighty God. 
(Synge, Plays 69) 
BRIDE {who has looked out left). Here's the Saint coming 
from the selvage of the wood. . . . Strip the cloak from 
him, Molly, or he'll be seeing it now. 
MOLLY BYRNE {hastily to Bride). Take the bell and put 
herself by the stones. {To Martin Doul.) Will you hold 
your head up till I loosen the cloak ? {She pulls off the 
cloak and throws it over her arm. Then she pushes Martin 
Doul over and stands him beside Mary Doul.) Stand there 
now, quiet, and let you not be saying a word. She and 
Bride stand a little on their left, demurely, with bell, etc., 
in their hands. 
MARTIN DOUL {nervously arranging his clothes). Will he 
mind the way we are, and not tidied or washed cleanly at 
all ? (Synge, Plays 72) 
Molly Byrne says that similar curing power lies in their very own pagan 
blessed well, only that they are in need of a holy person to say prayers like 
the saint. 
MOLLY BYRNE. It'd be a fine thing if someone in this place 
could pray the like of him, for I'm thinking the water from 
our own blessed well would do rightly if a man knew the 
way to be saying prayers, and then there'd be no call to be 
bringing water from that wild place, where, I'm told, there 
are no decent houses, or fine-looking people at all. 
(Synge, Plays 75) 
The motif of 'whisky' and 'home-made cake' is frequently used by Synge 
in his plays. This reminds us of the 'Blessed Sacrament'—the Eucharist. It 
is a Christian sacrament or ordinance well known as the 'Holy 
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Communion,' and is re-enacted by his followers in remembrance of Jesus, 
in accordance with his instructions at the Last Supper^ *^ . As recorded in 
several books of the New Testament, he gave his disciples bread, saying, 
"This is my body", and gave them wine, saying, "This is my blood".^' To 
emphasise the pagan attitude of Synge's characters, we can see that in 
Riders to the Sea, the cake meant for Hartley, was not eaten by him because 
Maurya forgot to give it to him. 
CATHLEEN {crying out). The Son of God forgive us, Nora, 
we're after forgetting his bit of bread. (She comes over to 
the fire). . . . 
CATHLEEN {turning the cake out of the oven). It's destroyed 
he'll be, surely. There's no sense left on any person in a 
house where an old woman will be talking forever. 
(Synge,P/aj;5 38) 
Nicholas Grene highlights the pagan attitude of Maurya in her inability to 
give the cake to Bartley. 
The bread which appears so often in the play is thought to 
have sacramental significance, or at least 'Maurya's failure to 
give it to her son has in it something of the negation of a 
sacrament'. (Grene, Nicholas 52) 
Pagans, also, have a similar sort of ritual which is pracfised during 'Esbats' 
(full moon rituals) and 'Sabbats' (seasonal festivals). Though it is 
somewhat different because the "bread" is considered to be the body of the 
Lord of the Land (God) and the "wine" (often Mead) is the blood of the 
sacred Mother (Goddess). The Pagan ritual known as 'Cakes and Ale' is 
20 According to Christian belief, final meal that, Jesus shared with his 
Apostles in Jerusalem before his crucifixion. (See Cross, F. L.) 
' ' The story of the institution of the Eucharist by Jesus on the night before 
his Crucifixion is reported in four books of the New Testament (Matt. 
26.26- 28; Mark 14.22-24; Luke 22.17- 20; and I Cor. 11.23- 25). 
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often celebrated as a way of offering thanks to gods for their blessings. 
Cakes are usually just cookies prepared in the shape of crescent moons, and 
the ale can be alcoholic or it can be apple cider, juice, or even water. The 
'Cakes and Ale' ceremony is a ritual that was practised by the early pagans 
many thousands of years ago. 
The Communion service or in other words the whole idea 
of eating and drinking the body and blood of a divine man god 
dates back to the ancient prehistoric times, even back to the 
times of the caveman. Even the ancient Neanderthals used to 
do it back in the ice age. . . . There are even a lot of 
similarities between Christianity and paganism. Even in all the 
cultures throughout the world there is a story of a flood just 
like in the Bible... . This is a simpler form of the rite: 
Take up the plate with the cakes and say "May you never 
hunger." Take a bite, and then say, "Blessed Be." Take up the 
wine and say "May you never thirst." Take a sip of the wine 
and then say, "Blessed Be." Give thanks for one thing that you 
are thankful for, and request assistance for one thing that you 
are in need of 
("Cakes and Ale in Wicca" relijournal.com) 
We also notice that in Synge's plays, the cakes are finally eaten not as a part 
of some sacrament, rather a thing to satiate hunger. In The Playboy of the 
Western World, we see Honor giving Christy a piece of cake: 
CHRISTY. Thank you kindly. 
HONOR. And I brought you a little cut of a cake, for you 
should have a thin stomach on you, and you that length 
walking the world. (Synge, Plays 226) 
Similarly, Bartley's cake was also eaten by Eamon and an old man who 
were busy making a coffin for Bartley's funeral. 
CATHLEEN {to an old man). Maybe yourself and Eamon 
would make a coffin when the sun rises. We have fine 
white boards herself bought, God help her, thinking 
Michael would be found, and I have a new cake you can 
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eat while you'll be working. (Synge, Plays 50) 
In Ireland, it is a popular legend that the Celtic Christian cross (a Christian 
cross having a sun-like shape attached to its middle part from behind) was 
introduced by Saint Patrick or possibly Saint Declan during his time 
converting the pagan Irish. Though there are no examples from this early 
period yet it has often been claimed that Patrick combined the symbol of 
Christianity—the cross with the sun (pagan god), to give pagan followers an 
idea of the importance of the cross by linking it with the idea of the life-
giving properties of the sun. Other interpretations claim that placing the 
cross on top of the circle represents Christ's supremacy over the pagan sun. 
One can clearly decipher from the present study that some of the pagan sites 
(like holy wells), Celtic symbols (like sun-cross), festivals (like 'Samhain' 
and 'Imbolc' ) and rituals and beliefs associated with them, were absorbed 
into the 'Celtic Christianity' to convert the Irish pagans into Celtic 
Christians. There are references to some such Celtic festivals and gods in 
Synge's plays, as were believed in by the Irish pagans in pure Celtic form. 
In The Playboy of the Western World, we see Shawn, a representative of the 
converted Christian remembering the Christian saints, and of them one is St 
Brigid: 
SHAWN {turning back, wringing his hands).Oh, Father Reilly 
and the saints of God, where will I hide myself to-day ? 
Oh, St. Joseph and St. Patrick and St. Brigid and St. 
James, have mercy on me now!(Synge, Plays 195) 
The Irish pagan goddess Brigid (also known as Brighid, Bride, Brid) is the 
Gaelic goddess of poetry, healing and smith-craft (MacKillop 58). The New 
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Lar ousss Encyclopedia of Mythology says that now "she survives in 
Christianity as Saint Brigid (or Bride)" ("Irish Goddesses" n. pag.). Today, 
'Imbolc,' the festival associated with Celtic goddess Brigid, is usually 
called Saint Brighid's Day. Christians often call the day "Candlemas," long 
celebrated as "the feast of the Purification of the Virgin" (McNeill 11-42). 
In the same way, we see many instances of the pagan 'Samhain' in Synge's 
plays and one can trace the typical pagan leanings of his characters. 
All Saints' Day perpetuated the pagan Samhain of 
November Eve. Holy cakes, known sometimes as triangular 
bannocks, were then eaten as Soul-Mass cakes. 
"November Eve," says Mrs. Bryant's Celtic Ireland, "is 
sacred to the Spirits of the Dead. In the western islands the old 
superstition is dying very hard, and tradition is still well alive. 
It is dangerous to be out on November Eve, because it is the 
one night in the year when the dead come out of their graves 
to dance with the fairies on the hills, and as it is their night, 
they do not like to be disturbed."— "Funeral games are held 
in their houses." In olden times it was thought their dead 
heroes could help in distress. 
"Twice during the Treena of Tailten, 
Each day at sunrise I invoked Mac Eve 
To remove from me the pestilence."(Bonwick 88) 
Halloween is traced back to the ancient religion of the Celts in Ireland, to a 
festival known as 'Samhain,' which marked the end of the harvest season in 
the Gaelic culture. When Christianity spread to different parts of Europe, 
faithful worshippers tried to introduce ideas which reflected a more 
Christian mindset. As a result, 'Halloween' has evolved into a combination 
of practices taken from both pagan and Christian traditions. 
As Christianity spread into Ireland and the suiTounding Celtic 
lands in the 7th century, Pope Boniface IV established All 
Saints' Day. It was intended to replace the pagan tradition of 
honoring the dead with honoring saints and martyrs and was 
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originally celebrated on May 13. In 834 A.D., Gregory III 
moved All Saints Day from May 13 to November 1. For 
Christians, this became an opportunity for venerating all of the 
saints and holy ones who had passed on. October 31 became 
All Hallows' Eve, 'hallow' meaning saint. 
("Hallow's Eve" blogs.cas.suffolk.edu) 
'Halloween' or 'Samhain' is a time famous for dark nights and fairy fights 
as Wentz says in his The Fairy-Faith in Celtic Countries that: 
It is a common belief now that on Halloween the fairies, or the 
fairy hosts, have fights. Lichens on rocks after there has been 
a frost get yellowish-red, and then when they thaw and the 
moisture spreads out from them the rocks are a bright red; and 
this bright red is said to be the blood of the fairies after one of 
their battles. (Evans-Wentz 92) 
In Riders to the Sea, this may be the reason behind Maurya's statement that 
after Hartley's death she will not have this compulsion to go out to collect 
holy water in the dark nights of 'Samhain': 
MAURYA {raising her head and speaking as if she did not 
see the people around /zer).They're all gone now, and 
there isn't anything more the sea can do to me. . . . I'll 
have no call now to be up crying and praying when the 
wind breaks from the south, and you can hear the surf is in 
the east, and the surf is in the west, making a great stir 
with the two noises, and they hitting one on the other. I'll 
have no call now to be going down and getting Holy 
Water in the dark nights after Samhain, and I won't care 
what way the sea is when the other women will be 
keening. (Synge, Plays 49) 
In Deirdre of the Sorrows, the protagonist Deirdre herself talks about the 
fearful darkness of nights during Samhain: 
DEIRDRE {shaking her head slowly). There are as many ways 
to wither love as there are stars in a night of Samhain. 
(Synge, Plays 343) 
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In Ireland, a popular belief goes about fairies that they cause storms and bad 
weather at the time of Fairy Procession. It finds an interesting place in 
Riders to the Sea where the chief protagonist Maurya discovers the weather 
stormy and unsuitable for Hartley to go to the sea. 
MAURYA {Sitting down on a stool at the fire). He won't go 
this day with the wind rising from the south and west. He 
won't go this day, for the young priest will stop him 
surely. (Synge, Plays 33-34) 
'Samhain' has close associations with the souls of the dead because at this 
time the spirits return to the earth and do not like to be disturbed while 
roaming around in the dark. There is a traditional Irish ritual—'wake,' 
related to the funeral rites of the dead. 
The traditional Irish Wake was commonplace around Ireland 
up until about the I970's. This was the process of Laying out 
the body of a departed relative in the house where they lived 
and /or died. All of the family and quite a few of the deceased 
ones neighbours and friends would gather at the house. The 
body was usually in a coffin in the parlour of the house or 
living room. There would be lots of food and plenty of drink 
to be consumed. People would come and socialise and 
remember the departed person's life. This wasn't a time for 
tears to say the least, it was more of a party than a funeral. It 
was the traditional Irish way of celebrating one's life and 
ensuring that they had a good send off. A proper Irish Wake is 
worth the time and effort required to return to the old customs. 
It is hard to imagine a passing being complete without one! 
(O'Suilleabhain 167-168) 
'Wake' finds an important place in Synge's plays. In The Shadow of the 
Glen, we see Nora preparing for her (supposedly dead) husband's wake: 
There are a couple of glasses on the table, and a bottle of 
whisky, as if for a wake, with two cups, a teapot, and a home-
made cake. There is another small door near the bed. Nora 
Burke is moving about the room, settling a few things, and 
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lighting candles on the table, looking now and then at the bed 
with an uneasy look. (Synge, Plays 3) 
In The Playboy of the Western World, Kate Cassidy's wake constitutes a 
significant part of the play. One can clearly notice Shawn's disinterest in 
this custom (because it is more of a pagan ritual and Shawn has firm 
Christian beliefs) when Pegeen informs him that her father, along with 
some other neighbouring people, has gone to Kate Cassidy's wake. 
PEGEEN {putting letter in envelope). It's above at the cross-
roads he is, meeting Philly Cullen and a couple more are 
going along with him to Kate Cassidy's wake. 
SHAWN {looking at her blankly). And he's going that length 
in the dark night. 
PEGEEN {impatiently). He is surely, and leaving me 
lonesome on the scruff of the hill. {She gets up and puts 
envelope on dresser, then winds clock). Isn't it long the 
nights are now, Shawn Keogh, to be leaving a poor girl 
with her own self counting the hours to the dawn of day ? 
SHAWN {with awkward humour). If it is, when we're wedded 
in a short while you'll have no call to complain, for I've 
little will to be walking off to wakes or weddings in the 
darkness of the night. (Synge, Plays 188-189) 
Many parts of the Irish Wake are similar to their pagan past and like most 
parts of the Catholic tradition in Ireland the Church has tried to include 
what they want and to remove what they dislike. 
. . . the Irish wake was generally held in the family home. The 
elder women of the neighborhood would arrive to wash, dress, 
and lay out the body. The body would be washed and dressed 
in a shroud or the best outfit. The deceased's rosary was 
placed in the hands and a crucifix was placed at the head or on 
the breast. The body was laid on the bed, board, or table and a 
candle was lit. When the people come into the house they 
kneel by the body and say a prayer. . . . The women, and 
sometimes some of the men, keen at the wake. Keening is a 
form of wailing that is interspersed with endearments, usually 
in Gaelic, addressed to the deceased. Keening is most intense 
if the wake is for a child. Keening is not like any other kind of 
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crying. It is very difficult for me to describe. It's loud and 
goes on for a long time. When one keener loses volume, 
another takes up the cant. (Sweeney bellaonline.com) 
The above-mentioned details of the Irish wake, remind us of the last rites on 
Bartley's death in The Riders to the Sea where we see women coming 
inside Maurya's house 'keening' and Maurya sprinkling 'holy water' on the 
dead body of her son. 
Two younger women come in and pull out the table. Then 
men carry in the body ofBartley, laid on a plank, with a bit of 
a sail over it, and lay it on the table. . . . 
Maurya has gone over and knelt down at the head of the 
table. The women are keening softly and swaying themselves 
with a slow movement. Cathleen and Nora kneel at the other 
end of the table. The men kneel near the door. . . . 
Maurya stands up again very slowly and spreads out the 
pieces of Michael's clothes beside the body, sprinkling them 
with the last of the Holy Water. (Synge, Plays 48-50) 
The Irish wake has its roots in paganism as described by Sean 
O'Suilleabhain in his Irish Wake Amusements (1967): 
After a religious funeral, Irish people today typically gather to 
share food and drink, stories and music. The tradition is a 
long-standing one, with possible roots in the pagan past, when 
the deceased were believed to have gone over to an 
Otherworld from which they could occasionally return, 
especially on Samhain night when the veils between the 
worlds were thinnest. Similarly, the wake may have its roots 
in a belief that the beloved dead are most vulnerable to fairy 
kidnapping when newly deceased; the wake then served to 
protect against fairy influences. In contrast, the world-wide 
fear that the dead may drag the living into the Otherworld 
with them may have given rise to wake amusements as a 
means of protecting the living, (qtd. in Monaghan 467) 
We also sense the mocking attitude of the native Irish people towards the 
strict followers of Christianity in Synge's The Playboy of the Western 
World: 
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Shawn turns round, sees door clear, and makes a rush for it. 
MICHAEL {catching him by the coat-tail). You'd be going, is 
• ^^ -^^ ' . v^HAWN {screaming). Leave me go, Michael James, leave me 
' ^^'^ ^ 2 4 ' 2 ' ^ ' A §°' y°" °^^ Pagan, leave me go, or Fll get the curse of the 
^Acc tim \ \ P^^^ts °"' yo^' ^^^ of the scarlet-coated bishops of the 
^ ; ^ | Comis oiKomQ. With a sudden movement he pulls himself 
out of his coat, and disappears out of the leaving his coat 
in Michaets hands. 
MICHAEL {turning round, and holding up coat) Well, there's 
the coat of a Christian man. Oh, there's sainted glory this 
day in the lonesome west; and by the will of God I've got 
you a decent man, Pegeen, you'll have no call to be 
spying after if you've a score of young girls, maybe, 
weeding in your fields. (Synge, Plays 196) 
Christian marriages, serve as the main theme of Synge's major plays. In 
Ireland, at first, the old pagan rite was used by Christians, although 
modified superficially. The first detailed account of a Christian wedding in 
the West dates from the ninth century. "This system, known as 'Spousals,' 
persisted after the Reformation . . . " (Armstrong 264). Christians typically 
regard marriage as instituted and ordained by God for the lifelong 
relationship between one man as husband and one woman as wife (Stagg N. 
pag.). Christian theology affirms the secular status of civil marriage, but 
additionally views it from a moral and religious perspective that transcends 
all social interests. 
^But from the beginning of creation, 'God made them male 
and female.' '^ 'Therefore a man shall leave his father and 
mother and hold fast to his wife, ^and the two shall become 
one flesh.' So they are no longer two but one flesh. '^ What 
therefore God has joined together, let not man 
separate."(Mark 10.6-9) 
In both Matthew (19.4-6) and Mark (10.6-9), Jesus appealed to God's will 
in Creadon. He builds upon the narrative in Genesis 1.27 and 5.2 where 
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male and female are created together and for one another. Thus Jesus takes 
a firm stand on the permanence of marriage in the original will of God. 
In The Tinker's Wedding, Sarah Casey convinces the reluctant 
Michael Byrne to marry her by threatening to run off with another man. She 
approaches a local priest and convinces him to wed them for ten shillings 
and a tin can. The priest himself is full of greed for money and asks Sarah 
for more money in exchange to get her married. Sarah, too, goes after 
fulfilling priest's demands and rejects her would be mother-in-law's advice. 
Synge has portrayed her speaking to the priest in a typical Christian tone: 
SARAH {to the priest). Do you hear her now, your reverence 
? Isn't it true, surely, she's an old, flagrant heathen, would 
destroy the world. (Synge, Plays 152) 
Her would-be mother-in-law, Mary, is a representative of a pagan tinker and 
has no regard for the holy institution of Christian wedding. She says: 
MARY {soothingly). It's as good a right you have, surely, 
Sarah Casey, but what good will it do? Is it putting that 
ring on your finger will keep you from getting an aged 
woman and losing the fine face you have, or be easing 
your pains; when it's the grand ladies do be married in 
silk dresses, with rings of gold, that do pass any woman 
with their share of tomient in the hour of birth, and do be 
paying the doctors in the city of Dublin a great price at 
that time, the like of what you'd pay for a good ass and a 
cart ? {She sits down.) (Synge, Plays 169) 
The priest shows his greed many times during the play. Avarice, greed or 
covetousness, is, like lust and gluttony, a sin of excess^l However, greed 
^^  The Seven Deadly Sins, also known as the Capital Vices or Cardinal Sins, 
is a classification of objectionable vices (part of Chrisfian ethics) that have 
been used since early Christian times to educate and instruct Chrisfians 
concerning fallen humanity's tendency to sin. The currently recognized 
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(as seen by the church) is applied to a very excessive or rapacious desire 
and pursuit of material possessions. But, for a priest, this kind of demand 
making, stigmatises his position of a preacher of morality. 
PRIEST {loudly). Let you hold your tongue; let you be quiet, 
Sarah Casey. I've no silver at all for the like of you; and if 
you want to be married, let you pay your pound. I'd do it 
for a pound only, and that's making it a sight cheaper than 
I'd make it for one of my own pairs is living here in the 
place. 
SARAH. Where would the like of us get a pound, your 
reverence? 
PRIEST. Wouldn't you easy get it with your selling asses, and 
making cans, and your stealing east and west in Wicklow 
and Wexford and the county Meath ? {He tries to pass 
her.) Let you leave the road, and not be plaguing me 
more. 
SARAH {pleadingly, taking money from her pocket). 
Wouldn't you have a little mercy on us, your reverence? 
{Holding out money.) Wouldn't you marry us for a Haifa 
sovereign, and it a nice shiny one with a view on it of the 
living king's mamma ? 
PRIEST. If it's ten shillings you have, let you get ten more the 
same way, and I'll marry you then. (Synge, Plays 144-
145) 
On the other hand, the priest takes a sip of liquor from Mary's jug and 
drinks it exuding too much work pressure on him fulfilling the 
responsibilities the church has assigned to him. 
MARY. That's right now, your reverence, and the blessing of 
God be on you. Isn't it a grand thing to see you sitting 
down, with no pride in you, and drinking a sup with the 
like of us, and we the poorest, wretched, starving 
creatures you'd see any place on the earth ? 
PRIEST. If it's starving you are itself, I'm thinking it's well 
for the like of you that do be drinking when there's drouth 
on you, and lying down to sleep when your legs are stiff 
{He sighs gloomily) What would you do if it was the like 
version of the sins are usually given as wrath, greed, sloth, pride, lust, envy, 
and gluttony. 
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of myself you were, saying Mass with your mouth dry, 
and running east and west for a sick call maybe, and 
hearing the rural people again and they saying their sins? 
(Synge, Plays 149) 
Sarah reaches the church with all the goods required by the priest but she 
does not give the can to the priest because Mary had stolen it from her. 
SARAH. We're coming now, holy father. 
PRIEST. Give me the bit of gold into my hand. 
SARAH. It's here, holy father. (Synge, Plays 168) 
PRIEST {looking at the gold). It's a good one, I'm thinking, 
wherever you got it. And where is the can? (Synge, Plays 169) 
As we see that the next morning Sarah and Michael go to the chapel to be 
wed, but when the priest finds that the can is missing he refuses to perform 
the ceremony. Sarah protests, and a fight breaks out that ends with the priest 
tied up in a sack. 
SARAH (puts the ring on his finger). There's the ring, holy 
father, to keep you minding of your oath until the end of 
time; for my heart's scalded with your fooling; and it'll be 
a long day till I go making talk of marriage or the like of 
that. (Synge, P/aj^ ^ 178) 
The tinkers free him after he swears not to set the police after them, and he 
curses them in God's name as they flee in mock terror. 
PRIEST {lifting up his hand). I've sworn not to call the hand 
of man upon your crimes to-day; but I haven't sworn I 
wouldn't call the fire of heaven from the hand of the 
Almighty God. He begins saying a Latin malediction in a 
loud ecclesiastical voice. (Synge, Plays 178-179) 
In The Shadow of the Glen, Nora leaves her husband, Dan, and goes on to 
live with the tramp, who came to her house to seek shelter because of 
heavy rainfall and stormy weather. In Nora's decision we notice a pagan 
dimension because she is portrayed in the play living in her own world 
Singh 81 
without paying much heed to the Christian laws and customs. Under Gaelic 
law, maintained by the druids, married women could hold property 
independent of their husbands and the tie between married women and their 
own families was kept intact. Couples could easily divorce/separate if their 
marriage was not working out. These laws differed from most of 
contemporary Europe and from Church law^^ While in Christianity, Jesus 
emphasized the permanence of marriage and also its integrity. In the book 
of Matthew 5.10 on the issue of divorce, Jesus says: 
It was also said, 'Whoever divorces his wife, let him give 
her a certificate of divorce.' But I say to you that everyone 
who divorces his wife, except on the ground of sexual 
immorality, makes her commit adultery, and whoever marries 
a divorced woman commits adultery. (Matt. 5.31-32) 
Thus according to Christian teachings, the tramp, in a way, committed 
adultery by going away (though there is no reference to their wedding) with 
a divorced (though no divorce certification is there) woman. According to 
the above-mentioned verse of the Bible, Jesus gives the right to seek 
divorce, only to men while in Gaelic Ireland women could seek 
divorce/separation as easily as men could. The Bible says about wives that: 
Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord. For 
the husband is the head of the wife even as Christ is the head 
of the church, his body, and is himself its Savior. Now as the 
^^  Under Gaelic law, married women could hold property independent of 
their husbands and the tie between married women and their own families 
was kept intact. Couples could easily divorce/separate. These laws differed 
from most of contemporary Europe and from Church law. See Ginnell 
(1894). 
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church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit in 
everything to their husbands. (Eph. 5.23) 
Synge had tried to portray the Irish natives as 'primitive' islanders who, 
sometimes, appear to be conforming to Christian religion, but essentially 
remain pagan at heart. Some of them, at first, try to abide by the Christian 
teachings, but because of the practitioners of religion, they get scalded. 
Same is the case with the Douis in The Well of the Saints. Martin and Mary 
Doul, are the two blind beggars who have been led to believe that they are 
handsome by the townsfolk, when in fact they were old and ugly. A saint 
cures them of their blindness with water from a holy well, and at first sight 
they are disgusted by each other. Martin goes to work for Timmy the smith 
and tries to seduce his betrothed, Molly, but she viciously rejects him, and 
Timmy sends him away. He and Mary both lose their sight again, and when 
the saint returns to wed Timmy and Molly, Martin refuses his offer to cure 
their blindness again. 
MARTIN DOUL {with a sudden movement strikes the can 
from the Saint's hand and sends it rocketing across stage. 
He stands up; People murmur loudly). If I'm a poor dark 
sinner I've sharp ears, God help me, and it's well I heard 
the little splash of the water you had there in the can. Go 
on now, holy father, for if you're a fme Saint itself, it's 
more sense is in a blind man, and more power maybe than 
you're thinking at all. Let you walk on now with your 
worn feet, and your welted knees, and your fasting, holy 
ways have left you with a big head on you and a thin 
pitiful ann. {The Saint looks at him for a moment severely, 
then turns away and picks up his can. He pulls Mary Doul 
up.) For if it's a right some of you have to be working and 
sweating the like of Timmy the smith, and a right some of 
you have to be fasting and praying and talking holy talk 
the like of yourself, I'm thinking it's a good right 
ourselves have to be sitting blind, hearing a soft wind 
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turning round the little leaves of the spring and feeling the 
sun, and we not tormenting our souls with the sight of the 
gray days, and the holy men, and the dirty feet is 
trampling the world. (Synge, Plays 129-130) 
The saint takes offence and the townsfolk banish the couple, who head 
south in search of kinder neighbours. When the Saint returns, offering them 
a second and guaranteed permanent-miracle, Martin opposes enormous 
pressure from the villagers. He knocks the watering can out of the friar's 
hand and, warning the now hostile crowd to leave them alone, departs for 
the south of Ireland with Mary. 
Ultimately, we may conclude that the pagan beliefs outlaw 
Christianity in Synge's plays as we notice the blind couple saying 'The 
Lord protect us from the saints of God!' 
A faint sound of a bell is heard. 
MARY DOUL. It's not the churches, for the wind's blowing 
from the sea. 
MARTIN DOUL {with dismay). It's the old Saint, I'm 
thinking, ringing his bell. 
MARY DOUL. The Lord protect us from the saints of God ! 
(They listen) He's coming this road, surely. 
(Synge, P/ay^ 116) 
The dilemma between choosing Christianity or paganism as a 'peaceful' 
way of life for the islanders is summarised by Synge in a famous line from 
his play The Well of the Saints, which says: 'The lord protect us from the 
saints of God' {Plays 116). Thus, Synge's attempt to revive the pagan 
'primitiveness', which he perceived as actually being the guiding force 
behind the everyday life of the islanders during his stay in the Aran Islands, 
is justified in his plays. His plays are truly drafted around the concept of 
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'return to the primitive world of rituals' and negation of the 'forced' 
religious practises of the 'other' religion. Synge was well aware of this fact 
and this is why, he initially stopped the performance of his play The 
Tinker's Wedding (largely because of a scene where a priest is tied up in a 
sack). According to him, this scene, as he wrote to the publisher Elkin 
Mathews in 1905, would probably upset "a good many of our Dublin 
friends" (Smith xviii). 
The present study suggests that the Christian Church was not only 
less generous to its pagan forerunners in Ireland, but also mutilated their 
Cehic deities. Synge, in his plays, made ample use of the old Irish pagan 
beliefs to revive the lost glory of the Celtic religion and in doing so he 
adopted a somewhat modem outlook hurting the Christian feelings of many. 
But, here, one must not forget that his writings are inspired by his actual 
experiences in the Aran Islands. Synge did not invent anything himself; 
rather he used the beliefs of the 'essentially pagan' people to serve the 
purpose of his plays. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
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The 'Syngean' World of Mythology and Folklore: Ardour 
for Irish Myths and Legends 
Function and Nature of Myth and Folklore: "Darwinism of Words''^ '* 
In modern myth studies and anthropology, 'myth' usually refers to some 
sacred myth including cosmic and other origin myths. The term also 
includes sacred stories with cult status concerning the gods, which (in most 
primary cultures) were known and recited by persons with special 
communal status and used in connection with sacred rituals with a central 
place in social regulation, and so on. 'Myth' used in this technical sense is 
distinguished from heroic legend, national legends, folk stories and tales 
(such as 'fairy tales'), and fables, as well as from all 'high literature' with 
named authors, including epic poetry, drama, and mythographic collections. 
M. H. Abrams says that most "myths are related to social rituals"— "set 
forms and procedures in sacred ceremonies" (170). "If the protagonist is a 
human being rather than a supernatural being," the traditional story is 
usually called "a legend" (170). If the hereditary story concerns 
supernatural beings who are not gods, and the "story is not part of 
systematic mythology, it is usually classified as a. folktale''' (170). 
In most ethnographic and anthropological literature, the term 
'mythology' is used synonymously with sacred myth but in Robert M. 
'^^ The title has been taken from the twentieth century German philosopher 
Hans Blumenberg's frequently quoted statement in his Work on Myth 
(1988). It suggests that myths evolve according to "Darwinism of Words" 
(qtd. in Abrams 171). 
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Wallace's translation of Hans Blumenberg's Work on Myth, it is used to 
designate theories of myth, such as those that try to account for the contents 
of various myths through psychological interpretation, linguistic 
interpretation, sociological interpretation, and so on. In other words, 
"mythology' roughly means (in the present study) mythography^^ 
designating the work of ancient Celtic 'mythographers' or compilers of 
stories, who collected and wrote down orally transmitted myths, sacred 
stories and heroic legends; organized them into myth cycles, and often 
rationalized them with changes and interpolations. 
A folktale is a story or legend handed down from generation to 
generation usually by oral retelling. It may have traces of main myth 
dealing with persons, places, and events or it may be in the fomi of a 
personal tale which moves around the exploits and courageous deeds by a 
local individual. Folktales often explain something that happens in nature or 
convey a certain truth about life which is related as fact and is intended to 
be taken as such by its audience. It is usually supported by evidence already 
known to the community in which it is told. Folklore developed, and 
continues even today, in communities, "in the forni of oral jokes, stories, 
and varieties of wordplay . . . " (Abrams 100). 
"Myth' is a derivative of Greek mythos which means anything 
uttered by word of mouth. 'Myths' have also been extended to denote 
^^  The term 'mythography' is majorly used to refer to the study of myths 
and rituals in the broadest sense. 
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supernatural tales that are deliberately invented by their authors. Don 
Cupitt, in The World to Come (1982), defines myth as: 
. . . typically a traditional sacred story of anonymous 
authorship and archetypal or universal significance which is 
recounted in a certain community and is often linked with a 
ritual; that it tells of the deeds of superhuman beings such as 
gods, demigods, heroes, spirits or ghosts; that it is set outside 
historical time in primal or eschatological [i.e. last, ultimate] 
time or in the supernatural world, or may deal with comings 
and goings between the supernatural world and the world of 
human history, (qtd. in Coupe 6) 
M. H. Abrams explains myth in its "central modem significance" (170) as: 
. . . one story in a mythology - a system of hereditary stories 
of ancient origin which were once believed to be true by a 
particular cultural group, and which served to explain (in 
terms of the intentions and actions of deities and other 
supernatural beings) why the world is as it is and things 
happen as they do, to provide a rationale for social customs 
and observances, and to establish the sanctions for the rules by 
which people conduct their lives. (170) 
In general myth is a story which involves superhuman beings and their 
supernatural activities. 
Myth is always concerned with creation. Myth explains how 
something came to exist. Myth embodies feeling and concept-
hence the Promethean or Herculean figure, or the idea of 
Diana, or the story of Orpheus or Eurydice. Many myths or 
quasi-myths are primitive explanations of the natural order 
and cosmic forces. (Cuddon 526) 
In common parlance the stories of deities and heroes, in any part of the 
world, are referred to as myths and legends. Mythology, like religion, helps 
human race to cope with the inexorability of reality and inescapable events 
in one's life. From time immemorial, it continues to serve as a need that is 
not outmoded by scientific advances and rationality. For the continuance of 
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mythology and mythical practices over a period of time in cultural 
institutions, twentieth century German philosopher, Hans Blumenberg, 
finds out in his Work on Myth (1988), that for the continuance of myths in a 
community, the most important responsible factor is the flow of 
'substances'. These 'substances' include mythic icons and theoretical ideas 
and their flow in a certain community is guided by their compatibility with 
his 'evolutionary substance-function model'. As stated by this model, myths 
evolve according to a "Darwinism of Words" (qtd. in Abrams 171), in 
which those forms and variations survive that tally most effectively with the 
changing social environment. Abrams says: 
. . . Blumenberg proposes that the function of myth is to help 
human beings cope with the inexorability of given reality, a 
need that is not outmoded by scientific advances and 
rationality; that myths evolve according to a "Darwinism of 
words," with those forms and variations surviving that prove 
able to cope most effectively with the changing social 
environment; and that myth is best conceived not as a 
collection of fixed and final stories, but as "a work"-an 
ongoing and ever-changing process that is expressed in oral 
and written narratives and includes the diverse ways in which 
these narratives are received and appropriated. (170-171) 
In most ethnographic and anthropological literature, the term 'myth' is used 
synonymously with sacred myth but in Blumenberg's Work on Myth, it is 
used to designate theories of myth, such as those that try to account for the 
contents of various myths through psychological interpretation, linguistic 
interpretation, sociological interpretation, and so on. However, the 
definition offered by Mircea Eliade relates mythology to religion: 
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. . . a sacred history; it relates an event that took place in 
primordial time, . . . is always an account of a "creation'"; it 
relates how something was produced, began to be. 
(Eliade 5-6) 
A parallel definition, concentrating on the supernatural element of myth is 
given by Carl Kerenyi who describes it as: 
. . . an immemorial and traditional body of material contained 
in tales about gods and god-like beings, heroic battles and 
journeys to the Underworld—mythologem is the best Greek 
word for them—tales already well-known but not unamenable 
to further reshaping. Myth is the movement of this material, it 
is something solid yet mobile, substantial and yet not static, 
capable of transformation. (Kerenyi 2) 
Thus the term as used in modem criticism indicates an area of meaning that 
is massive. It includes section of religion, folklore, anthropology, sociology, 
psycho-analysis and the fine arts. Though it has no concrete historical 
foundations, it has its roots in firm convictions and more often appeals to 
emotions than to reason. Kerenyi comes very close to the meaning when he 
writes: 
What is music? What is poetry? What is mythology? All 
questions on which no opinion is possible unless one already 
has a real feeling for these things. (Kerenyi 1) 
Mythology contains in its depths the very childhood of human intelligence. 
We can trace this down to the rudiments of the human imagination which 
are universal. A study in Comparative Mythology reveals the tendency of 
the mind at a given stage of development, subject to similar circumstances 
to produce similar myths. Such themes as the origin of the world, the land 
of the dead, fertility rites, virgin birth and the resurrected here have a world-
wide distribution. There is no human race in the records of which their 
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archetypes cannot be located. Greek, Roman, Norse, Celtic, Hindu, Persian 
mythologies all contain these. The psychological force embodied in each of 
these themes, however, may differ from one mythology to the other. 
Mythology, hence, becomes a vital component of modern civilisation: 
. . . a hard-worked active force ; it is not an intellectual 
explanation or an artistic imagery, but a pragmatic charter of 
primitive faith and moral wisdom. (Malinowski 23) 
For the modern man, mythology is an indispensable asset. Though 
ethnologists protest that to consider these myths as embodiments of truth is 
a grave error, they all agree that they shed important light on the conditions 
and motives of the ancient man. Mythology may not explain the why and 
wherefore of things but it highlights the primary sources to which 
everything goes back. It provides us with the earliest records of the 
incipient history of the religious, social, aesthetic and spiritual resources of 
the prehistoric man. It helps us to follow the continuity of thought down the 
ages and to discern the systematic progress mankind. The old idea about 
myth is that the myth (the god-tale) is but a sublimated folk-tale. But that, 
however, is not often the case. Some folktales have surely been raised to 
myths, but myths have often, and, indeed, with change and advance of 
religion, have generally become folk-tales. 
Celtic Mythology and Folklore 
The aim of the present study is to provide readers with an understanding of 
popular mythological beliefs of the Irish peasantry and their idea of Irish 
folklores which contain supernatural events, paranormal characters, gods. 
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demigods and heroic actions of humans. It also includes the study and usage 
of written and collected Irish myths and tales by John Millington Synge in 
his six major plays through the words and actions of his peasant characters. 
In Ireland, for the people with Celtic beliefs, it is the miraculous 
power of nature which underpinned all their beliefs and religious practices. 
Some of the most important divinities were those of the sun, thunder, 
fertility and water. Trees, mountains, rocks and springs were supposed to 
possess their own spirit or numen'^. The natural world of the Celts is 
nowhere manifested more clearly than in the realms of religion, ritual and 
mythology. 
Celts were a diverse group of tribal societies in Iron Age and 
Roman-era Europe, who spoke Celtic languages. Linguistically they survive 
in the modern Celtic speakers of Ireland, Scotland, the Isle of Man, Wales, 
Cornwall and Brittany (Cunliffe 202, 204-8). Celtic mythology is the 
mythology of Celtic polytheism which is commonly known as Cehic 
paganism and refers to the religious beliefs and practices adhered to by the 
Iron Age peoples of Western Europe (now known as the Celts), roughly 
between 500 BC and AD 500, spanning the Roman era, and in the case of 
the Insular Celts the British and Irish Iron Age. Like other Iron Age 
Europeans, the early Celts maintained a polytheistic mythology and 
'^' The word numen is used by sociologists to refer to the idea of magical 
power residing in an object. It is a Latin term for the power of either a deity 
or a spirit that is present in places and objects, in the Roman religion. The 
many names for Italic gods may obscure this sense of a numinous presence 
in all the seemingly mundane actions of the natural world. 
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religious structure. Among Celts, those who were in close contact with 
Ancient Rome (such as the Gauls—people of Western Europe during the 
Iron Age and Roman era), their mythology could not survive the effects of 
Roman empire, their subsequent conversion to Christianity, and the loss of 
their Celtic languages. Their mythology has been preserved mostly through 
contemporary Roman and Christian sources. The Celtic people who 
maintained either their political or linguistic identities (such as the Gaels, 
Picts, and Brythonic tribes of Great Britain and Ireland) left small amount 
of their ancestral mythologies, put into written form during the Middle 
Ages. Celtic mythology is found in a number of distinct subgroups, largely 
corresponding to the branches of the Celtic languages: 
• Ancient Celtic religion (Ancient Gaulish and British deities), 
understood through archaeological sources rather than through written 
mythology; 
• Mythology in Goidelic languages (fomiing a dialect continuum 
stretching from the south of Ireland through the Isle of Man to the north 
of Scotland. There are three modern Goidelic languages: Irish, Scottish 
Gaelic and Manx, represented chiefly by Irish mythology and Scottish 
mythology. 
• Mythology in Brythonic languages (form one of the two branches of 
the Insular Celtic language family, the other being Goidelic, meaning 
an indigenous Briton as opposed to an Anglo-Saxon or Gael, 
represented chiefly by Welsh mythology. 
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The mythology of the pre-Christian Ireland though, could not fully survive 
the conversion to Christianity, but much of it was preserved (shorn of its 
religious meanings) in medieval Irish literature. There are a number of 
extant mythological texts which do not fit into any of the four cycles. Also, 
there are some recorded folktales which are not strictly mythological but 
feature personages from one or more of these cycles. According to some of 
these mythological stories, the Druid Amergin and his Milesian comrades 
(direct ancestors of the Irish), were the last tribe to invade Ireland around 
1700-1500 BC. After many controversies and a few natural calamities like 
sea-storms, they finally managed to displace the Tuatha De Danann, the 
people of goddess Danu, who had control of the island at the time of their 
arrival. It is reported that, after being defeated, the Tuatha De Danann hid 
beneath the ground and there they still live as fairies. 
The Mythological Cycles in Ireland 
Scholars have classified much of the mythology of the Irish insular Celts 
into cycles. There are four cycles, or groups, of connected stories. 
Mythological Cycle 
This cycle is one of the four major cycles of Irish mythology, and is 
so called because it represents the remains of the pagan mythology of 
pre-Christian Ireland. Although the gods and supernatural beings 
have been euhemerised"^ into historical kings and heroes, still, 
27 The theory of Euhemerus (Greek mythographer in the late fourth century 
BC) says that the mythologies of various gods arose out of the deification of 
dead heroes. 
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Mythological Cycle is important because it gives something of the 
early history of Ireland (comprising stories of the former gods and 
origins of the Irish) in the form of myths and treats some of the 
native myths as history. These accounts are slightly modified by the 
influence of Christianity but retain much of the flavour of pre-
Christian times. 
This cycle is the least well preserved of the four cycles. The most 
important sources are the Metrical Dindshenchas or Lore of Places 
and the Leber Gabdla Erenn or Book of Invasions. Other 
manuscripts preserve such mythological tales as The Dream of 
Aengus, The Wooing Of Etain and Cath Maige Tuireadh, The 
(second) Battle ofMagh Tuireadh. One of the best known of all Irish 
stories, Oidheadh Clainne Lir, or The Tragedy of the Children ofLir, 
is also part of this cycle. Lebor Gabdla Erenn is a pseudo-history of 
Ireland, tracing the ancestry of the Irish back to before Noah. It tells 
of a series of invasions of Ireland by a succession of peoples, the 
fifith of whom were the Tuatha De Danann (Peoples of Goddess 
Danu). They were believed to have inhabited the island before the 
arrival of the Gaels, or Milesians. They faced opposition from their 
enemies, the Fomorians, led by Balor of the Evil Eye. Balor was 
eventually slain by Lug Lamfada (Lug of the Long Arm) at the 
second battle of Magh Tuireadh. The Gaels arrived in Ireland and 
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the Tuatha De Danann retired underground and came to be known as 
the fairy people of later myth and legend. The Metrical 
Dindshenchas is the great onomastic work of early Ireland, giving 
the naming legends of significant places in a sequence of poems. It 
includes a lot of important information on Mythological Cycle 
figures and stories, including the Battle of Tailtiu, in which the 
Tuatha De Danann were defeated by the Milesians. 
It is important to note that by the Middle Ages the Tuatha De 
Danann were not viewed so much as gods as the shape-shifting 
magician population of an earlier Golden Age Ireland. Texts such as 
Lebor Gabdla Erenn and Cath Maige Tuireadh present them as kings 
and heroes of the distant past, complete with death-tales. However 
there is considerable evidence, both in the texts and from the wider 
Celtic world, that they were once considered deities. Even after they 
are displaced as the rulers of Ireland, characters such as Lug, the 
Morrigan, Aengus and Manannan appear in stories set centuries later, 
betraying their immortality. 
This cycle focuses on the activities of the Celtic gods, describing 
how five races of supernatural beings battled to gain control of 
Ireland. The chief god was Dagda, whose magic cauldron could 
bring the dead back to life. Important figures of Tuatha De Danann 
are Nuada, Lug, Tuireann, Ogma, Badb Boann, Banba, Brigid, 
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Creidhne, Danu, Dian Cecht, Donn, Eriu, Etain, Fodla, Macha, 
Nechtan, Aes Sidhe and Bean Sidhe. 
Ultonian or Ulster Cycle 
The Ulster Cycle is set around the beginning of the Christian era and 
most of the action takes place in the provinces of Ulster and 
Connacht. The Ulster Cycle deals with the heroes of Ulaid, the 
northern province of Ireland, and the exploits of their greatest hero, 
the boy-warrior Cuchulainn, and of his uncle, King Conchobor mac 
Nessa. The stories are placed at the time of the life of Christ, and 
Conchobor is said to have been born and died on the same days as 
Jesus of Nazareth. These are the Ulaid, or people of the North-
Eastem corner of Ireland and the action of the stories centres round 
the royal court at Emain Macha (known in English as Navan Fort), 
close to the modern town of Armagh. The Ulaid had close links with 
the Irish colony in Scotland, and part of Cuchulain's training takes 
place in that colony. 
The cycle consists of stories of the births, early lives and 
training, wooing, battles, feastings, and deaths of the heroes and 
reflects a warrior society in which warfare consists mainly of single 
combats and wealth is measured mainly in cattle. These stories are 
written mainly in prose. The centrepiece of the Ulster Cycle is the 
Tain Bo Cuailnge. Most of the stories of Ulster Cycle are found in-
the books of Fermoy, Dun Cow, and Leinster. Other important Ulster 
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Cycle tales include Bricriu's Feast, Tain Bo Regamna, The Tragic 
Death ofAife 's only Son, and The Destruction of Da Derga 5 Hostel. 
The Exile of the Sons of Usnach, better known as the tragedy of 
Deirdre and the source of plays by John Millington Synge, William 
Butler Yeats is also part of this cycle. 
This cycle is, in some respects, close to the mythological cycle. 
Some of the characters from the latter reappear in this cycle, and the 
same sort of shape-shifting magic is evident. If the Mythological 
Cycle represents a Golden Age, the Ulster Cycle is Ireland's Heroic 
Age. 
Ossianic or Fenian Cycle 
Like the Ulster Cycle, the Fenian Cycle is concerned with the deeds 
of Irish heroes. The stories of the Fenian Cycle appear to be set 
around the third century and mainly in the provinces of Leinster and 
Munster. They differ from the other cycles in the strength of their 
links with the Irish-speaking community in Scotland and there are 
many extant Fenian texts from that country. They also differ from the 
Ulster Cycle in that the stories are told mainly in verse and that in 
tone they are nearer to the tradition of romance than the tradition of 
epic. The stories concern the doings of Fionn mac Cumhaill and his 
band of soldiers, the Fianna. The single most important source for 
the Fenian Cycle is the Acallam na Senorach or Colloquy of the Old 
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Men. The text records conversations between Cailte mac Ronain and 
Oisin, the last surviving members of the Fianna, and Saint Patrick. 
The 'Fianna' of the story exists in two parts: first, Clann Baiscne, 
led by Fionn mac Cumhaill (Finn Mac Cool), and the second, Clann 
Morna, led by his enemy, Goll mac Moma. Goll killed Fionn's 
father, Cumhal, in battle and the boy Fionn was brought up in 
secrecy. His story related to Salmon of Knowledge is very famous. 
Two of the greatest of the Irish tales, Toraigheacht Dhiarmada agus 
Ghrdlnne {The Pursuit ofDiarmuid and Grdinne) and Oisin in Tir na 
nOg form part of the cycle. There is not any religious element in 
these tales unless it is one of hero-worship. 
King's or Historical Cycle 
It was part of the duty of the medieval Irish bards, or court poets, to 
record the history of the family and the genealogy of the king they 
served. This they did in poems that blended the mythological and the 
historical to a greater or lesser degree. As a result, the stories 
generated the Historical Cycle in Ireland. 
The kings that are included range from the almost entirely 
mythological Labraid Loingsech, who allegedly became High King 
of Ireland around 431 BC, to the entirely historical Brian Boru. 
However, the greatest story of the Historical Cycle is the Buile 
Shuibhne or The Frenzy of Sweeney. 
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Nature of Fairy Mythology in Ireland 
Much of the exotic hterary material in Celtic lands involves tales of fairies. 
In Ireland such figures are diminished gods, the race of the Tuatha De 
Dannan (pronounced too-ha-da dah-n'n) who went into hiding within the 
hills and bogs of Ireland after being defeated by the human invaders, the 
Milesians. Similarly in Brittany the old gods became korrigam, while in 
other areas of the ancient Celtic world, we trace magical beings whose 
behaviour suggests that they are originally divine. W.Y. Evans-Wentz in the 
introduction to The Fairy-Faith in Celtic Countries named these tales and 
traditions as the 'fairy-faith,' claiming that it was a functional "folk-
religion of the Celts" (Evans-Wentz xxii). 
The assertions that the fairy faith is a true religion and connected to 
earlier Celtic belief, is controversial, but the belief that there are 
supernatural beings of the Otherworld who interact with humanity, confirm 
that fairies were originally gods. For instance, Leprechaun (in old Irish 
stories a magical creature in the shape of a little old man who likes to cause 
trouble), bear the names of divinities known from mythological texts, (in 
this case, Lugh, the god of sun and light). While some scholars question the 
connection between figures from fairy tales and the great gods and 
goddesses of mythology, most see resonances between what has been 
recorded from oral folkloric sources and the written evidence found in the 
manuscripts that record earlier myths. The popular belief in Ireland is that 
the Fairies are a portion of the fallen angels, who, being less guilty than the 
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rest, were not driven to hell, but were suffered to dwell on earth. Thomas 
Keightley in the second volume of his book, The Fairy Mythology: 
Illustrative of the Romance and Superstition of Various Countries, 
introduces the Irish fairies as: 
The Fairies of green Erin present few points of dissimilarity to 
those of England and Scotland. They are of diminutive stature, 
but do not appear to have any fixed standard of height; 
perhaps eighteen inches might with tolerable safety be 
assigned as their average altitude. A woman from county 
Kerry lately told us that she saw the fairies when she was a 
little girl. She said she and some other children were one day 
returning from school, and they saw the Fairies scudding like 
wind over a big field on the road-side, and tumbling head over 
heels into a hollow at the end of it, where they disappeared. 
Some of them were as high as castles, others were little dony 
things, not half so big as the children themselves. (Keightley 
178) 
Irish fairies have the same origin as deities of pagan religion and 
mythologies. There are many psychological factors on which the 
construction of myth and religious rituals depends. There seems never to 
have been an uncivilized tribe, a race, or nation of civilized men who have 
not had some form of belief in an unseen world, peopled by unseen beings. 
In religions, mythologies, and the fairy-faith, too, we behold the attempts 
which have been made by different peoples in different ages to explain in 
terms of human experience this unseen world, its inhabitants, its laws, and 
man's relation to it. The ancients called its inhabitants gods, genii, 
daemons, and shades; Christianity knows them as angels, saints, demons, 
and sols of the dead; to tin-civilized tribes they are gods, demons, and 
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spirits of ancestors; and the Celts think of them as gods, and as fairies of 
many kinds 
Irish Storytelling Tradition, Legends and Myths 
Irish history in rich with myths and legends and Ireland is especially famous 
for its fairy lore which contains vestiges of pre-Christian tradition. The 
fairies are known to the Irish as the people of the 'Sidhe' (pronounced 
shee), which designates people residing in mounds. The Irish fairies can be 
connected with early Celtic beliefs of how the dead live on as a dazzling 
community in their burial chambers. Through their identification in the 
medieval literature with the Tuatha De Danaan, People of the goddess 
Danu, they may also be connected directly to the early pantheon of Celtic 
deities. In folk belief thousands of 'raths', which are ancient earthen 
structures, are claimed to be inhabited still by the 'sidhe' people, and many 
stories are told of humans being brought into these hidden places at night as 
guests at wondrous banquets. 
The famous legends include the adventures of the famous seer-
warrior Fionn Mac Cumhail (pronounced fm-mac-kool) and how he gained 
his wisdom as a boy by tasting the 'salmon of knowledge'; how he 
triumphed over miscellaneous giants and magicians, and how he had the 
truths of life explained to him in a strange allegorical house. The champion 
Lugh (pronounced loo), originally a god of the Continental Celts, is also 
remembered-especially how he slew his tyrant grandfather who could 
destroy all on which he gazed from his horrific eye. The adventures of the 
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super warrior Cuchulain (pronounced cu-hoo-lin) are spoken of and tales 
are also told of more true to life characters, such as the quasi-historical 
High-King Cormac Mac Airt and the historical though much romanticised 
Conall Gulban, son of the great king Niall and contemporary of St Patrick. 
Some myths and lore move around the patron-saints of the various 
localities. Earlier, they were the Celtic gods, but with the arrival of 
Christianity they were converted into saints. The saints, historical 
personages from the early centuries of Irish Christianity, are portrayed in 
legend as miracle workers who used their sacred power to banish monsters, 
cure illnesses, and provide food for the people in time of need. Holy wells, 
dedicated to individual saints, are still frequented on their feast days in 
many areas, and people pray at these wells for relief from different kinds of 
physical ailments and mental distress. The most celebrated saints in Ireland 
were the patron saint of Ireland, St. Patrick, the great founder of 
monasteries, Colm Cille and, second only to Patrick, St. Brigid who, as 
protector of farming and livestock, preserves many of the attributes of the 
ancient earth goddess. 
Fortunately, Ireland has never suffered much from the interference of 
modern ways when it comes to traditional folklore. Stories have been, and 
still are told around the fire, usually with the story teller having a glass of 
Guinness (popular Irish dry stout or beer) to quench his/her thirst while 
telling the story). 
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Synge's Penchant for Irish Mythology and Folklore 
To the Irish Celts, the craft of poetry was a form of magic, related to 
incantation and enchantment. Especially powerful was the satire, a stinging 
verbal rebuke so strong and effective that it could change the physical 
world. A satire could "raise boils" on the skin of a "stingy king" or "twist 
the arm of a thief (Monaghan ix). In Synge's plays, however, we find the 
musical, poetic tone in whatever is spoken by the humble peasant 
characters. Their habit of blessing and cursing people every time they talk, 
reveal their belief in their spoken-power to get their motives materialised. 
Folklores can be traced on and off in Synge's dramas. In The Tinker's 
Wedding, we see Mary singing a ballad woven around a famous Irish 
folklore which talks about the cruelty of a priest and the innocence of 
common islander, Larry. The Night before Larry was Stretched is an Irish 
TO 
execution ballad written in the Newgate Cant or Slang Style. Mary, on 
hearing the priest's demand in exchange to wed Sarah and Michael, starts 
singing this ballad as a comment on the greed of the priest: 
MARY, [suddenly shouting behind, tipsily]. Larry was a fine 
lad, I'm saying; Larry was a fine lad, Sarah Casey— . . . 
MARY [comes in singing]: 
And when he asked him what way he'd die. 
And he hanging unrepented, 
Begob,' says Larry, 'that's all in my eye. 
By the clergy first invented.' (Synge, Collected Plays 61) 
PRIEST. Let you get a crown along with the ten shillings and 
the gallon can, Sarah Casey, and I will wed you so. She 
goes out singing 'The night before Larry was stretched'. 
(Synge, Collected Plays 68) 
-** Newgate Prison was a place of detenfion in Dublin unfil hs closure in 
1863. 
Singh 110 
The relevant lines in the original ballad about the folklore also go like this: 
. . . Says Larry, 'That's all in my eye, 
And all by the clargy invented, 
To make a fat bit for themselves. 
Then the clergy came in with his book 
He spoke him so smooth and so civil; 
Larry tipp'd him a Kilmainham^^ look. 
And pitch'd his big wig to the divil; 
Sighing he threw back his head 
To get a sweet drop of the bottle. 
And pitiful sighing he said, 
' 0 ! the hemp will be soon round my throttle. 
And choke my poor windpipe to death!' (Sparling 342) 
Families all across Ireland, gather around an older family member to listen 
wide eyed to an epic adventure full of danger and excitement. These tales 
take many forms and vary from family to family as each house has various 
personal tales to tell. These are fantastic tales of magical fairy castles made 
of glass on top of beautiful lush green hills or fearsome hags or 'pookas' 
which are shape changing creatures usually seen in the form of a horse 
running wildly with red eyes and breathing fire, leading travellers to their 
death. The story of 'bansidhe' (pronounced ban-shee), the fairy woman, 
wailing and appearing to a family member on a dark, cold, lonely night, can 
be heard everywhere. This is just beyond hope that it was just the wind or 
9Q 
A 'Kilmainham look' may be something like a kick in the groin or 
perhaps not. Kilmainham was the county jail in former times, and later was 
the scene of the execution of the leaders of the 1916 Rising. Larry may have 
been confined in Kilmainham or in the Green Street prison, the 'new' 
Newgate which replaced the old Newgate in the 1770s. Kilmainham is 
remembered in another prison ballad called 'The Kilmainham Minit," i.e., 
'minuet,' the dance of the hanged man. 
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the mournful sound of a cat calling out to the dark night and not the keening 
of the banshee, foretelling the news that a family member would soon be 
leaving this mortal world. If children behave badly, then parents or grand-
parents scold them saying that they would be taken away by fairies to the 
'Otherworld' and a changeling (ugly fairy child) would come to take their 
place. 
Ail of Synge's major characters are modelled on people from the 
peasantry, the real representatives of the Irish Celts who kept Irish mythical 
notions alive. In the present chapter, an attempt has been made to examine 
Synge's major plays in the context of Irish myth and folklore. W. B. Yeats, 
who advised Synge to go to the Aran Islands to write plays about Irish 
peasantry, himself collected numerous mythological fairy tales of the Irish 
peasantry in his book Fairy and Folk Tales of the Irish Peasantry. He 
writes: 
In Ireland they are still extant, giving gifts to the kindly, and 
plaguing the surly. "Have you ever seen a fairy or such like?" 
I asked the old man in County Sligo. "Amn't I annoyed with 
them," was the answer. "Do the fishermen along here know 
anything of the mermaids?" I asked a woman of a village in 
County Dublin. Indeed, they don't like to see them at all," she 
answered, "for they always bring bad weather." (Yeats x) 
The folklore found in the plays of Synge is an accurate representation of 
what people actually said. He liked the tradition of storytelling and written 
plays based on folklore to fulfil the demands of the Abbey Theatre. In 
Ireland, there are two notable forms of storytelling: 
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• Art of Seanchai (pronounced shawn-ack-ee): It includes stories about 
local events, family sagas and short accounts of fairies and other 
supernatural beings. These stories were traditionally told by either men 
or women who were known as Seanchaithe. 
• Art of Scealai (pronounced sk-eh-1-ee): It was concerned with tales 
of a hero, and would be quite lengthy. These stories were usually told 
during winter evenings as work finished early during these dark 
months. These stories were generally told by men known as Scealai, 
who were held in high respect by the community for their skill 
(Lambert 18-19, Harvey 627-646 ). 
Sean 0 Suilleabhain, in his article 'Synge's Use of Irish Folklore,' 
delineates the various genres of folklore Synge documented in Wicklow, 
the Aran Islands, Connemara, and the Counties of Mayo and Kerry, 
including fairy tales, folk belief, heroic sagas, and folk poetry (Harmon 18-
34). 
Richard Bauman notes that in his work on the Aran Islands, Synge 
became aware of the difference between the two most commonly 
distinguished types of storyteller, "the seanchai, whose repertoires consisted 
of shorter, more realistic tales, local history, and tales of the supernatural, 
and the scealai, proficient in the longer hero-tales" (277). Synge's particular 
experience enabled his invocation of authentic peasant life. He not only 
wandered the Irish countryside among the peasantry, especially in 
Wicklow, but also formalised his study through a commitment to Irish 
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language and folklore, underlined by his time on the Aran Islands and in 
other Irish-speaking areas. Oona Frawley notices that Synge's first two 
plays namely, The Shadow of the Glen and Riders to the Sea: 
. . . exhibit the influence of these various experiences: a 
familiarity with nature and local rural place in Ireland; an 
interest in experimenting with dialect; and knowledge of Irish 
folklore alongside an appreciation of its connections with 
wider European folk traditions. (Collected Plays 16) 
Synge has made ample use of Celtic-Irish folklore in his plays. Phrases 
associated with Irish folklore construct a vital portion of his characters' 
dialogues. Tales about the likelihood of being kidnapped by fairies on 
certain days were connected to rituals of protection, such as wearing clothes 
backwards and carrying iron implements. In the play The Shadow of the 
Glen, Nora leaves the tramp alone with her dead husband, and goes outside 
to call someone for help; but before she could go, the tramp asks her for a 
needle: 
TRAMP [moving uneasily]. Maybe if you'd a piece of a grey 
thread and a sharp needle there's great safety in a needle, 
lady of the house I'd be putting a little stitch here and 
there in my old coat, the time I'll be praying for his soul, 
and it going up naked to the saints of God. 
NORA [takes a needle and thread from the front of her dress 
and gives it to him]. There's the needle, stranger, and I'm 
thinking you won't be lonesome . . . 
TRAMP. It's the truth I'm saying, God spare his soul. 
He puts the needle under the collar of his coat and settles 
himself to sleep in the chimney corner. Nora sits down at 
the table: Nora and Michael's backs are turned to the 
bed. (Synge, Collected Plays 26) 
This very act of using charms against fairies reminds us of a popular 
folklore of Tara, in Ireland which goes like this: 
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In olden times there lived a shoemaker and his wife up there 
near Moat Knowth, and their first child was taken by the 
queen of the fairies who lived inside the moat, and a little 
leprechaun left in its place. The same exchange was made 
when the second child was born. At the birth of the third child 
the fairy queen came again and ordered one of her three 
servants to take the child; but the child could not be moved 
because of a great beam of iron, too heavy to lift, which lay 
across the baby's breast. The second servant and then the third 
failed like the first, and the queen herself could not move the 
child. The mother being short of pins had used a needle to 
fasten the child's clothes, and that was what appeared to the 
fairies as a beam of iron, for there was virtue in steel in those 
days. (Evans-Wentz 35) 
In the play, the Tramp fears that in such a bad weather spending time in a 
lonely cottage along with a dead body lying beside him, might get him into 
trouble. He also mentions his previous encounter with deadly creatures in a 
rough, foggy weather. 
TRAMP [speaking mournfully]. Is it myself, lady of the 
house, that does be walking round in the long nights, and 
crossing the hills when the fog is on them, the time a little 
stick would seem as big as your arm, and a rabbit as big as 
a bay horse, and a stack of turf as big as a towering church 
in the city of Dublin ? If myself was easy afeard, I'm 
telling you, it's long ago I'd have been locked into the 
Richmond Asylum, or maybe have run up into the back 
hills with nothing on me but an old shirt, and been eaten 
by the crows the like of Patch Darcy the Lord have mercy 
on him in the year that's gone. (Synge, Collected Plays 
20) 
Though the bean-sidhe (banshee), leprechaun, puca (pooka), and the like 
are the most commonly known and usually seen creatures of the spirit 
world, yet great quantities of other appearances are believed to have been 
also sporadically met with. W. Y. Evans-Wentz in The Fairy-Faith in Celtic 
Countries presents his experience of the Irish fairies: 
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I very well remember sitting one night some four or five years 
ago in a hotel in Indianapolis, U. S. A., and talking to four 
Irishmen, one or two of them very wealthy, and all prosperous 
citizens of the United States. The talk happened to turn upon 
spirits—the only time during my entire American experiences 
in which such a thing happened—and each man of the four 
had a story of his own to tell, in which he was a convinced 
believer, of ghostly manifestations seen by him in Ireland. 
Two of these manifestations were of beings that would fall 
into no known category; a monstrous rabbit as big as an ass, 
which plunged into the sea (rabbits can swim), and a white 
heifer which ascended to heaven, were two of them. I myself, 
when a boy often or eleven, was perfectly convinced that on a 
fine early dewy morning in summer when people were still in 
bed, I saw a strange horse run round a seven-acre field of ours 
and change into a woman, who ran even swifter than the 
horse, and after a couple of courses round the field 
disappeared into our haggard. I am sure, whatever I may 
believe to-day, no earthly persuasion would, at the time, have 
convinced me that I did not see this. Yet I never saw it again 
and never heard of anyone else seeing the same. (41) 
Evans-Wentz also says: 
My object in mentioning these things is to show that if we 
concede the real objective existence of, let us say, the 
apparently well-authenticated banshee (Bean-sidhe,' woman-
fairy'), where are we to stop? for any number of beings, more 
or less well authenticated, come crowding on her heels, so 
many indeed that they would point to a far more extensive 
world of different shapes than is usually suspected, not to 
speak of inanimate objects like the coach and the ship. Of 
course there is nothing inherently impossible in all these 
shapes existing any more than in one of them existing, but 
they all seem to me to rest upon the same kind of testimony, 
stronger in the case of some, less strong in the case of others, 
and it is as well to point out this clearly. My own experience is 
that beliefs in the Sidhe folk, and in other denizens of the 
invisible world is, in many places, rapidly dying. In reading 
folk-lore collections like those of Mr. Wentz and others, one is 
naturally inclined to exaggerate the extent and depth of these 
traditions. They certainly still exist, and can be found if you 
go to search for them; but they often exist almost as it were by 
sufferance, only in spots, and are ceasing to be any longer a 
power. (27) 
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As far as Synge's plays are concerned, one can notice similar associations 
in this regard through the dialogues and activities of rural Irish peasants. 
For an instance, in The Shadow of the Glen, Nora talks about a 'drop' of 
alcohol enough to intoxicate any person. It points towards an indirect style 
of these islanders to talk about fairies just as here, the drop actually 
represents large quantity of liquid whether liquor or water: 
NORA [to Michael, in a low voice]. Let you not mind him at 
all, Michael Dara; he has a drop taken, and it's soon he'll 
be falling asleep. (Synge, Collected Plays 24) 
There is a folklore, The Three Fairy Drops which tells us the meaning of a 
'drop' in terms of fairy mythology: 
Even yet certain things are due the fairies; for example, two 
years ago, in the Court Room here in Tuam, a woman was on 
trial for watering milk, and to the surprise of us all who were 
conducting the proceedings, and, it can be added, to the great 
amusement of the onlookers, she swore that she had only 
added "the three fairy drops". (Evans-Wentz 44-45) 
Evans-Wentz also says that Halloween or Samhain is a time famous for 
dark nights and fairy fights and in Synge's dramas there are many 
references to this time-period and one may notice that peasants appear to be 
reluctant in going out during the nights which fall in this time frame. 
It is a common belief now that on Halloween the fairies, or the 
fairy hosts, have fights. Lichens on rocks after there has been 
a frost get yellowish-red, and then when they thaw and the 
moisture spreads out from them the rocks are a bright red; and 
this bright red is said to be the blood of the fairies after one of 
their battles. (Evans-Wentz 92-93) 
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This may be the reason that in Riders to the Sea, after the death of her last 
surviving son, Maurya talks about avoiding her visits outside to collect holy 
water during the dark nights of Samhain: 
MAURYA [raising her head and speaking as if she did not 
see the people around /zerJ.They're all gone now, and 
there isn't anything more the sea can do to me. . . . I'll 
have no call now to be up crying and praying when the 
wind breaks from the south, and you can hear the surf is in 
the east, and the surf is in the west, making a great stir 
with the two noises, and they hitting one on the other. I'll 
have no call now to be going down and getting Holy 
Water in the dark nights after Samhain, and I won't care 
what way the sea is when the other women will be 
keening. (Synge, Collected Plays 48) 
In Ireland, a popular belief goes about fairies that they cause storms and bad 
weather at the time of Fairy Procession. It finds an interesting place in 
Synge's Riders to the Sea where the chief protagonist Maurya discovers the 
weather stormy and unsuitable for Bartley to go to the sea. 
MAURYA: [Sitting down on a stool at the firej.He won't go 
this day with the wind rising from the south and west. He 
won't go this day, for the young priest will stop him surely. 
(Synge, Collected Plays 38-39) 
The evidence collected by Evans-Wentz from Kilmessan, near Tara, in 
Ireland from the mouth of John Boylin (a sixty year old man from County 
Meath), make this belief clear that the stormy weather is a prominent sign 
of the commencement of'The Fairy Procession'. 
We were told as children, that, as soon as night fell, the fairies 
from Rath Ringlestown would form in a procession, across 
Tara road, pass round certain bushes which have not been 
disturbed for ages, and join the gangkena (?) or host of 
industrious folk, the red fairies. We were afraid, and our 
nurses always brought us home before the advent of the fairy 
procession. One of the passes used by this procession 
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happened to be between two mud-wall houses; and it is said 
that a man went out of one of these houses at the wrong time, 
for when found he was dead: the fairies had taken him 
because he interfered with their procession. (Evans-Wentz 34) 
In his book The Aran Islands, Synge records several examples of the fairy 
faith among country people. Similar to Maurya's throat choking experience 
(as stated above), an islander's wife also encountered the same problem 
while blessing her child good luck and on the same night, his baby died. 
Afterwards he told me how one of his children had been taken 
by the fairies. One day a neighbour was passing, and she said, 
when she saw it on the road, 'That's a fine child.' Its mother 
tried to say 'God bless it,' but something choked the words in 
her throat. A while later they found a wound on its neck, and 
for three nights the house was filled with noises.' I never wear 
a shirt at night' he said, 'but I got up out of my bed, all naked 
as I was, when I heard the noises in the house, and lighted a 
light, but there was nothing in it.' 'Then a dummy came and 
made signs of hammering nails in a coffin. The next day the 
seed potatoes were full of blood, and the child told his mother 
that he was going to America. That night it died, and 'Believe 
me,' said the old man, 'the fairies were in it. (Synge, The Aran 
Islands 4) 
While talking to Steven Ruan, a piper of Galway, Wentz came to know 
about similar beliefs and visions of the Irish peasants when he says that the 
fairies 'who are nobody else than the spirits of men and women who once 
lived on earth'; and the banshee is a dead friend, relative, or ancestor who 
appears to give a warning. 'The fairies', he says, 'never care about old 
folks'. They only take babies, and young men and young women. If a young 
wife dies; she is said to have been taken by them, and ever afterwards to 
live in Fairyland. The same things are said about a young man or a child 
who dies. Fairyland is a place of delights, where music, and singing, and 
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dancing, and feasting are continually enjoyed; and its inhabitants are all 
about us, as numerous as the blades of grass' (Evans-Wentz 40). 
In Riders to the Sea, Maurya has a vision in whicli she sees the 
apparition of Michael (her dead son) riding on the back of a 'grey pony' 
behind Bratley, which may symbolise that 'pooka,' herself, carrying Bartley 
to the 'Otherworld'. According to legend, pooka is a shape shifter fairy and 
most commonly takes the forni of a sleek black horse with a flowing mane 
and luminescent golden eyes. Pooka, sometimes, is depicted in the Irish 
folklore as a white horse and is known as the harbinger of doom, indicating 
bad luck on the way. It attacks mostly near 'Samhain,' the Celtic feast of 
first November, because this is the time when forces of the 'Otherworld' 
could easily enter our world. The pooka would cause destruction on a farm-
tearing down fences and disrupting the animals. On a bad day, pooka would 
stand outside the farmhouse and call the people outside by name. If anyone 
came out, pooka would carry them away. They also love to mess with the 
ships pulling away from Ireland, and were blamed for many shipwrecks 
along the rocky coast (Monaghan 384). 
MAURYA. I went down to the spring well, and I stood there 
saying a prayer to myself. Then Bartley came along, and 
he riding on the red mare with the grey pony behind him 
[she puts up her hands, as if to hide something from her 
eyes] . . . 
MAURYA [a little defiantly]. I'm after seeing him this day, 
and he riding and galloping. Bartley came first on the red 
mare, and I tried to say 'God speed you,' but something 
choked the words in my throat. He went by quickly; and 
'the blessing of God on you,' says he, and I could say 
nothing. I looked up then, and I crying, at the grey pony. 
Singh 120 
and there was Michael upon it - with fine clothes on him, 
and new shoes on his feet. 
CATHLEEN [begins to keen]. It's destroyed we are from this 
day. It's destroyed, surely. (Synge, Collected Plays 45-
46) 
There is an Irish goddess or spirit named Aine (pronounced en-sya). She is 
both the moon and sun goddess with varying chracteristics. She, sometimes 
assumes the shape of an unbeatable horse. Lair Derg or 'red mare'and is 
associated with prosperity and glory. Maurya says that she saw Bartley 
coming along "riding on the red mare" (Synge, Collected Plays 45-46). 
Bartley can attain glory and prosperity only in the 'Otherworld' like 
Michael can get new shoes and fresh attire. For Maurya, this might be a 
sign of fairy-influence over her son and the main reason to worry for 
Hartley's life. 
Red is generally an Otherworld colour, and horses had 
associations with death; the title thus seems to point to Aine as 
a goddess of death who takes us on a ride to the afterlife. 
(Monaghan 279) 
Another Celtic mythological figure, goddess Epona (pronounced eh-poh-
nuh), can also be associated with Maurya's premonition of her son's fast 
approaching death because of seeing the "pony' and the 'mare' near the 
spring well. "Epona is specifically identified by her horse symbolism" 
(Green, Miranda 204) and like other mother goddesses, is often linked 
"with the images of death" (Monaghan 158). In her images, the goddess is 
usually depicted either riding side-saddle on a mare or between two ponies 
or horses. It may be significant that the one pony is male and other female, 
a detail which enhances the fertility symbolism in Epona's imagery. In 
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Synge"s Riders to the Sea we see one male "grey pony" and the other being 
female "'red mare". Goddess Epona is also associated with death and 
regeneration beyond the grave and this is shown partly by the context of 
some of her images and partly by symbolic details. One of the several 
images of Epona depicts the goddess on her mare, leading a mortal to the 
Otherworld. At one level, this symbol may be interpreted as the key to the 
stable door, reflecting a straightforward horse association. But in wider 
perspective, the key may also symbolize the entrance to the afterlife, the 
'Otherworld' (Monaghan 158). 
In the Celtic folklore there is a similar character. Each Uisge 
(pronounced ach-ishkeh). It is a water-horse found in the Highlands of 
Scotland, and is supposedly the most dangerous water-dwelling creature in 
the British Isles. Each Uisge is often mistaken as the Kelpie but the Each 
Uisge lives in the sea, and fresh water lakes while Kelpie inhabits streams 
and rivers. The Each Uisge is a shape-shifter, disguising itself as a fine 
horse or a pony. If a man mounts it, he is only safe as long as the Each 
Uisge is being ridden in the interior of land. However, the merest glimpse 
or smell of water means the end of the rider. After the victim is drowned, 
the Each Uisge tears the victim apart and devours the entire body except for 
the liver, which floats to the surface. Kelpie was also said to warn of 
impending storms by wailing and howling, which would carry on through 
the tempest. This association with thunder-the sound its tail makes as it 
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submerges under water-and storms, may be related to ancient worship of 
river and weather deities by the ancient Celts (Monaghan 464). 
Maurya's vision gives us a strong evidence of the popular Celtic 
belief in the spirit of the dead. Michael was definitely taken by the fairies as 
he was away for the 'nine' long days in the sea. Hartley also says that he 
may be 'coming again in two days, or in three days, or maybe in four days 
if the wind is bad' (Synge, Collected Plays 40). The total number of days 
again reaches to 'nine'. 'Naoi' (pronounced n-ee) or 'Nine' is the most 
magical number in the Irish mythology. It occurs frequently throughout the 
lore such as the 'nine' hazel trees at "Segais Well', the 'nine' hostages of 
Niall, the 'nine' waves the Milesians retreated before giving battle to the 
Tuatha De Danaan, etc. The Celts were believed to use a nine day week 
based on lunar phases. Owen, a spy for Conchubor in Deirdre of the 
Sorrows, makes a reference to Deirdre about 'nine waves': 
OWEN. . . . The full moon, I'm thinking, and it squeezing the 
crack in my skull. Was there ever a man crossed nine 
waves after a fool's wife and he not away in his head? 
(Synge, Collected Plays 236) 
To the Celts, the ninth wave was the mystic interaction of sea and wind and 
that is the boundary between this world and the 'Otherworld' ("Celtic 
Myths" wanderingangus.com). 
Animal symbolism is an important aspect of the art and myths of the 
Celtic people. In all the plays by Synge, one can easily find out references 
to animals and birds. Again, in the Riders to the Sea we see Maurya and 
Cathleen talking about a pig. The Pig (Boar, Bacrie, Tore) is known for its 
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cunning and ferocious nature. Throughout the British Isles, a famous Irish 
legendary boar was Ore Triath, which the Goddess Brigit owned. In the 
Arthurian tales of the Mabinogion the boar Twrch Trwyth (pronounced 
turch-truith) was a terrible foe to Arthur. The White Boar of Marvan sent 
inspiration to its master to write music and poetry. 
In Ridersto the Sea, we see Cathleen informing her brother, Bartley, 
about a 'pig with the black feet' (Synge, Collected Plays 39 ) eating the 
rope meant for the funeral of her dead brother, Michael. 
CATHLEEN [coming down]. Give it to him, Nora; it's on a 
nail by the white boards. I hung it up this morning, for the 
pig with the black feet was eating it. (Synge, Collected 
Plays 39) 
To the ancient Irish-Celts, the pig was also honoured as a mother provider 
figure. Similarly, in the play, the pig, is heard eating the rope which was 
meant for lowering down Michael's coffin into the grave. This symbolically 
means that Maurya, the mother provider, attempts to prevent Bartley from 
going to the sea to avoid his death (symbolised by the pig eating the coffin 
rope). But the ill-fated Bartley takes the same rope with him to ride the 'red 
mare . 
MAURYA. You'd do right to leave that rope, Bartley, 
hanging by the boards [Bartley takes the rope] . . . 
BARTLEY [beginning to work with the rope]. I've no halter 
the way I can ride down on the mare, and I must go now 
quickly. (Synge, Collected Plays 39) 
MAURYA [turning round to the fire and putting her shawl 
over her head]. Isn't it a hard and cruel man won't hear a 
word from an old woman, and she holding him from the 
sea? (Synge, Collected Plays A\) 
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In Ulster Cycle of the Irish mythology, we find a story of Manannan mac 
Lir, son of Lir (a sea deity in Irish mythology related to Tuatha De Danaan) 
who owned a heard of pigs which never dwindled. They were forever 
replenishing their numbers. Mannanan's powerful role in the cycle of life 
and death is also expressed in his possession of magic swine whose flesh 
provides food for feasting by the gods, and then regenerates each day, like 
that of Odin's boar Saehrimnir in Scandinavian myth (Spaan 185). As such, 
in Celtic symbolism pigs remained icons of abundance, but in the Riders to 
the Sea, the pig brought ill-luck with it because of its ominous black feet 
and this reminds us of Maurya using ominous words for Hartley and in 
perplexity taking the 'turf (symbolising 'life fire') out of the hearth. 
MAURYA [crying out as he is in the door]. He's gone now. 
God spare us, and we'll not see him again. He's gone 
now, and when the black night is falling I'll have no son 
left me in the world. 
CATHLEEN. Why wouldn't you give him your blessing and 
he looking round in the door ? Isn't it sorrow enough is on 
everyone in this house without your sending him out with 
an unlucky word behind him, and a hard word in his ear ? 
(Synge, Collected Plays 41) 
CATHLEEN [cutting off some of the bread and rolling it in a 
cloth ; to Maurya] . Let you go down now to the spring 
well and give him this and he passing. You'll see him then 
and the dark word will be broken, and you can say "God 
speed you," the way he'll be easy in his mind. 
(Synge, Collected Plays 42) 
Saying 'God speed you' means that 'you remain safe from the fairies' 
('Good People') who 'steal children and strike people with paralysis and 
other ailments (which is called being fairy-strucky. When: 
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. . . the peasant sees a cloud of dust sweeping along the road, 
he raises his hat and says, "God speed you, gentlemen!" for it 
is the popular belief that it is in these cloudy vehicles that the 
Good People journey from one place to another. (Keightley, 
"Ireland" sacred-texts.com) 
Actually 'Good People' are fairy- gentry. 
People killed and murdered in war stay on earth till their time 
is up, and they are among the good people. The souls on this 
earth are as thick as the grass (running his walking stick 
through a thick clump), and you can't see them; and evil 
spirits are just as thick, too, and people don't know it. Because 
there are so many spirits knockmg about they must appear to 
some people. The old folk saw the good people here on the 
Hill a hundred times, and they'd always be talking about 
them. The good people can see everything, and you dare not 
meddle with them. They live in raths. and their houses are in 
them. The opinion always was that they are a race of spirits, 
for they can go into different fornis, and can appear big as 
well as little. (Evans-Wentz 34) 
Robin Skelton and Declan Kiberd, scholars of Irish language and culture, 
make Riders to the Sea seem a compendium of folk beliefs. Colours, 
clothing, horses, the sea, certain actions and utterances, the hearth, all have 
superstitious (read mythological meanings). For example, Kiberd mentions 
•'that in Irish folklore 'the fire is symbolic of human life' and must not be 
allowed to die down". . . . In raking the fire aimlessly, Maurya gives us a 
vital clue to her spiritual condition and a premonition of the disaster which 
will soon overtake her household (166)." 
There is a folklore attached to the 'grey pony' from Fenian Cycle of 
Irish mythology: Abarta (possibly meaning "doer of deeds") was one of the 
Tuatha De Danaan, associated with Fionn mac Cumhail. Abarta offered 
himself as a servant to Fionn mac Cumhail, shortly after Fionn had 
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succeeded his father as leader of the Fianna (a band of mighty Milesian 
warriors). In a gesture of goodwill, Abarta then gave them a wild 'grey 
horse', which fourteen Fianna had to mount onto its back before it would 
even move. After Abarta had mounted behind the Fianna on the horse, it 
galloped off taking the warriors to the otherworld where the Tuatha De 
Danaan had been driven underground by the Milesians (pronounced mi-le-
shans). The Fianna, led by Fionn mac Cumhail's assistant Foltor, had to 
acquire a magical ship to hunt down Abarta's steed. Foltor, being the 
Fianna's best tracker, managed to navigate into the otherworld, where 
Abarta was made to release the imprisoned Fianna warriors, and as a 
punishment he had to hold the horse's tail and was dragged back to Ireland. 
(Cotterell 96) 
In this folklore, the grey horse takes the warriors to the 'Otherworld.' 
Similarly, in Riders to the Sea, Maurya knows that the grey pony is running 
behind Bartley and this might have aggravated her suspicion. 
CATHLEEN [leaves her wheel and looks out]. God forgive 
you; he's riding the mare now over the green head, and 
the grey pony behind him. 
MAURYA [starts, so that her shawl falls back from her head 
and shows her white tossed hair. With a frightened voice]. 
The grey pony behind him . . . . 
(Synge, Collected Plays 45) 
Nora tells Cathleen that the young priest said : 
There were two men . . . and they rowing round with poteen 
before the cocks crowed and the oar of one of them caught the 
body, and they passing the black cliffs of the North. 
(Synge, Plays 40) 
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In classical mythology, there is a place of darkness through which the 
spirits pass into Hades. Black cliffs occur as ominous places in many Irish 
folk-tales and myths. 
This, of course, connects up with the appearance of Michael's 
apparition later in the play, riding a grey pony. The colour 
grey is associated with death in Ireland. The Grey Washer by 
the Ford is, in Irish folk-tale, a female spectre who seems at 
first to be washing clothes in a river, but when approached by 
the man about to die she holds up the clothes and they have 
become the man's own phantom marked with mortal wounds 
he is about to receive. Here the use of clothing and spectre 
echoes Synge's treatment of the appearance of Michael. 
(Skelton 48) 
Maurya, as a representative of Irish peasant-folk, exudes her strong 
convictions in the evil and ominous surroundings several times in the play. 
For instance she says that 'there was a star up against the moon' (Synge, 
Collected Plays 40). These small signs of misfortune made her have 
hallucinations and bad intuitions about her son's approaching death. This is 
why she is compelled to speak 'dark words' about her son's journey. 
MAURYA [raising her head and speaking as if she did not 
see the people around her]. They're all gone now, and 
there isn't anything more the sea can do to me. . . . I'll 
have no call now to be up crying and praying when the 
wind breaks from the south, and you can hear the surf is in 
the east, and the surf is in the west, making a great stir 
with the two noises, and they hitting one on the other. I'll 
have no call now to be going down and getting Holy 
Water m the dark nights after Samhain, and I won't care 
what way the sea is when the other women will be 
keening. (Synge, Collected Plays 48) 
We notice that Maurya sees Michael's apparition on the pony, wearing 'fine 
clothes' and 'new shoes*. Fairies are believed to provide the young people 
(abducted by them), with new clothes. Michael, being a poor young lad, is 
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not supposed to buy new attire for himself, so his apparition with new 
clothing on himself, suggests that he was 'taken' by the fairies to become a 
fairy himself. As for Hartley, we see him wearing "newer coat" (Synge, 
Collected Plays 40) and Michael's shirt as his own shirt was "heavy with 
the salt in it" (Synge, Collected Plays 43) and riding a "red mare" which are 
again ominous signs suggesting that he too, along with Michael, will go 
away with the fairies. In the Irish mythology, two colours are most often 
connected with the fairy-folk, red and green (Monaghanl70); and the colour 
of the horse which Hartley was riding also happens to be red. 
In The Playboy of the Western World, we notice Old Mahon 
talking about Christy Mahon's fear of the fairies and ghosts when he sees 
the "red" coloured petticoat visible over the "hill" (Synge, Plays 248): 
MAHON [with a shout of derision}. Running wild, is it ? If he 
seen a red petticoat coming swinging over the hill, he'd be 
off to hide in the sticks, and you'd see him shooting out 
his sheep's eyes between the little twigs and the leaves, 
and his two ears rising like a hare looking out through a 
gap. (Synge, Plays 248) 
As legend has it, female fairies often give birth to deformed children. Since 
the fairies prefer visually pleasing babies, they would go into the mortal 
world and swap with a healthy human baby, leaving behind a changeling. 
While the changeling looks like a human baby, it carries none of the same 
emotional characteristics. The changeling is happy only when "misfortune 
or grief happens in the house" (Evans-Wentz 105). Anyone could be 'taken 
away' by the fairies, but certain categories of humans are most vulnerable. 
As believed by the Irish peasants that fairy babies were both rare and, when 
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born, exceedingly ugly, their own charming infants remain in great risk. 
Sometimes they are simply snatched away; at other times, a substitute is 
placed in the cradle, either an enchanted rock or stick or worse, an ugly 
fairy/ changeling. For this reason, new mothers make it certain that a pair of 
their husband's trousers is always in their bed, for the pants are supposed to 
scare the fairies away (Monaghan 173). Brides on their wedding day might 
be snatched away before the marriage is consummated (in the The Playboy 
of the Western World, we see Pegeen making a list of her wedding articles 
and is afraid of staying alone at night time in the shebeen (Synge, Collected 
Plays 141)). Handsome youngmen, sometimes wander away on the arm of a 
red-haired girl, never to be seen again. Even, musicians and poets are 
sometimes stolen away for their talents (Monaghan 173). 
In the The Playboy of the Western World, Christy reaches Pegeen's 
house all tired and frightened. He is unable to find his right way between 
heaven (safety at Pegeen's house) and hell (Christy's own home with 
tyrannical father). Then he goes near the fire and starts eating a turnip. This 
whole scene reminds us of an Irish legend 'Stingy Jack' famous as 'Jack 
O'Lantern'. The Irish immigrants brought the tradition of the Jack 
O'Lantern to America to celebrate Halloween. But, the original Jack 
O'Lantern was not a pumpkin. The Jack O'Lantern legend goes back 
hundreds of years in Irish history. As the story goes, Stingy Jack was a 
miserable, old drunk who liked to play tricks on everyone including his 
family, friends, and even the Devil himselL One day, he tricked the Devil 
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into climbing up an apple tree. Once the Devil had climbed up the apple 
tree, Stingy Jack hurriedly placed crosses around the trunk of the tree. The 
Devil was then unable to get down the tree. Stingy Jack made the Devil 
promise him not to take his soul when he died. Only after the Devil had 
made the promise, did Stingy Jack remove the crosses and let the Devil 
down. 
Many years later, when Jack finally died, he went to the pearly gates 
of Heaven and was told by St. Peter that he was too mean and too cruel, and 
had led a miserable and worthless life on earth. He was not allowed to enter 
heaven. He then went down to Hell and the Devil. The Devil kept his 
promise and would not allow him to enter Hell. Now Jack was scared and 
had nowhere to go but to wander about forever in the darkness between 
heaven and hell. He asked the Devil how he could leave as there was no 
light. The Devil tossed him an ember from the flames of Hell to help him 
light his way. Jack placed the ember in a hollowed out turnip, one of his 
favorite foods which he always carried around with him whenever he could 
steal one. For that day onwards, Stingy Jack roamed the earth without a 
resting place, lighting his way with the help of his "Jack O'Lantem" 
("Jack" pumpkinnook.com). 
CHRISTY {with relief). It's a safe house, so. 
He goes over to the fire, sighing and moaning. Then he 
sits down, putting his glass beside him, and begins 
gnawing a turnip, too miserable to feel the others staring 
at him with curiosity. ( Synge, Plays 198) 
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Almost in all the plays by Synge, we notice that his characters frequently 
discuss about the position of constellations, sun, and phases of moon and 
how all these guide their present and future actions. 
In Deirdre of the Sorrows, we see Arden, Naisi's brother, talking 
about Orion: 
NAISI [very soberly]. Is the rain easing ? 
ARDAN The clouds are breaking . . . 
I can see Orion in the gap of the glen. 
(Synge, Collected Plays 227) 
Orion, sometimes subtitled 'The Hunter,' by the Celts, is a prominent 
constellation located on the celestial equator and visible throughout the 
world (Dolan, "Orion" astro.wisc.edu). It is one of the most conspicuous 
and most recognisable constellations in the night sky. Its name refers to 
Orion, a giant huntsman in Greek mythology whom Zeus placed among the 
stars as the constellation of Orion. The role of Orion in Celtic Mythology is 
played out by Mabon (pronounced mah-bawn), the autumn equinox. The 
autumn equinox divides the day and night equally (Griffiths, "Under a 
Celtic Sky" lablit.com). 
Mabon is considered a time of the Mysteries. It is a time to 
honor Aging Deities and the Spirit World. Considered a time 
of balance, it is when we stop and relax and enjoy the fruits of 
our personal harvests, whether they be from toiling in our 
gardens, working at our jobs, raising our families, or just 
coping with the hussle-bussle of everyday life. (Akasha, 
"Mabon" wicca.com) 
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For many pagans and wiccans'^ ,^ the cycles of the moon play a very 
important role in determining their actions especially when they think to 
start a new work, undertake a fresh journey, or plan for marriage. In Riders 
to the Sea we see Maurya's suspicion about the upcoming trouble getting 
stronger with the position of moon and the star 'against it': 
MAURYA. If it isn't found itself, that wind is raising the sea, 
and there was a star up against the moon, and it rising in 
the night. (Synge, Collected Plays 40) 
According to Celtic traditions, the waxing moon, the full moon, the waning 
moon and the new moon (Wigington, paganwiccan.about.com), all have 
their own special magical properties, and so all new ventures should be 
planned accordingly. People, in fact, swear on the four quarters of the moon 
believing it to have divine power. In Celtic mythology, Lair bain is 
considered the Moon Goddess, meaning the 'white mare'. 
In Deirdre of the Sorrows, Lavarcham asks Naisi not to go to Emain 
by saying: 
LAVARCHAM [impressively]. It's a hard thing, surely ; but 
let you take my word and swear Naisi, by the earth, and 
the sun over it, and the four quarters of the moon, he'll not 
go back to Emain for good faith or bad faith the time 
Conchubor's keeping the high throne of Ireland. . . . It's 
that would save you, surely. (Synge, Collected Plays 234) 
The waxing moon is the period during which the moon grows from dark to 
'full'. It takes approximately fourteen days for this to happen. The Irish 
^"^ Wicca (pronounced wi- k') is a modern pagan religion which draws upon 
a diverse set of ancient pagan religious motifs for its theological structure 
and ritual practice. The religion usually incorporates the practice of 
witchcraft. 
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people use this time of the moon to perform 'positive' activities; in other 
words, magic that draws things to you. Some examples would include, 
money spells and attempt to get a new job or home, bringing love into one's 
life, and buying of material items. 
In The Tinker's Wedding, Mary says that Sarah has started talking 
about wedding plans since the moon has come into a new phase: 
MARY [nudging Michael]. Did you see that, Michael Byrne ? 
Didn't you hear me telling you she's flighty a while back 
since the change of the moon ? With her fussing for 
marriage, and she making whisper-talk with one man or 
another man along by the road. (Synge, Collected Plays 
56) 
Also, in Deirdre of the Sorrows, Deirdre starts thinking 'at the full moon' 
about the heavenly relationship she and Naisi could share in the 'new face 
on the moon' and get rid of the tormenting thoughts about Emain and 
Conchubar. 
DEIRDRE. It isn't many I'd call, Naisi. . . . I was in the 
woods at the full moon and I heard a voice singing. Then I 
gathered up my skirts, and I ran on a little path I have to 
the verge of a rock, and I saw you pass by underneath, in 
your crimson cloak, singing a song, and you standing out 
beyond your brothers are called the Flower of Ireland. 
NAISI. It's for that you called us in the dusk ? 
DEIRDRE [in a low voice] . Since that, Naisi, I have been one 
time the like of a ewe looking for a lamb that had been 
taken away from her, and one time seeing new gold on the 
stars, and a new face on the moon, and all times dreading 
Emain. (Synge, Collected Plays 229) 
The full moon is the point at which we can see an entire side of the moon. 
The Irish people consider that the full moon is a good time to perform 
rituals focused on personal growth and spiritual development. Examples 
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may include spells related to increasing your intuitive awareness, healing, 
rituals which connect one closely with deity. But the most common 
interpretation of full moon is not so good, because lunar eclipse occurs only 
on the night of a full moon, which is mostly feared by primitive and 
orthodox people. During the ancient and medieval periods the astrologers 
noticed that there was a higher percentage of the population that would 
make a 'transition' from life to death on the full and new moons. For people 
who worship a moon goddess, full moon is a night for rituals. Full Moons 
are traditionally associated with temporal insomnia, insanity (hence the 
terms lunacy and lunatic) and various 'magical phenomena' such as 
~i 1 
lycanthropy"' . 
In Deirdre of the Sorrows, Owen also gives us a hint of some 
problem getting accelerated in his head because it was full moon. 
OWEN [who has been searching, finds a loaf and sits down 
eating greedily, and cutting it with a large knife]. The full 
moon, I'm thinking, and it squeezing the crack in my 
skull. (Synge, Collected Plays 236) 
Lavarcham, Deirdre's nurse, also anticipates some bad omen with the 
changing phase of moon: 
LAVARCHAM [despairingly]. I'm late so with my warnings, 
for Fergus'd talk the moon over to take a new path in the 
sky. [With reproach.] You'll not stop him this day. . . . 
I'm destroyed seeing yourself in your hour of joy when 
the end is coming surely . . . (Synge, Collected Plays 
236) 
"^ ' The professed ability or power of a human being to transform into a wolf, 
or to sain wolf-like characteristics. 
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The new moon is sometimes tricky to work with because we cannot see it 
properly during this phase. Sometimes it appears as a very faint silver 
crescent. For approximately three days during each lunar cycle, after the 
moon has waned, it goes dark before waxing again. This time is considered 
to rest and rejuvenate before beginning something new. Some examples 
mayt include cleansing and purifying of the body and mind, rituals that 
designate sacred space, and works related to inner harmony and peace. 
In The Playboyof the Western World, Christy proposes to Pegeen 
to marry him and anticipates future with her passing by Neifm, the valley of 
Glasnevin , in new moon which will have a purifying effect on their souls' 
CHRISTY {indignantly). Starting from you, is it ? {He follows 
her.) I will not, then, and when the airs is warming, in 
four months or five, it's then yourself and me should be 
pacing Neifin in the dews of night, the times sweet smells 
do be rising, and you'd see a little, shiny new moon, 
maybe, sinking on the hills.(Synge, Plays 270) 
The waning moon is the period during which the moon goes from full to 
dark once again. Like the waxing moon phase, it lasts approximately two 
weeks. In many traditions of wicca and paganism, this time of the month is 
used to curse someone or do some malicious magic. For example, magic to 
eliminate negative people from one's life, workings to smoothly end a 
relationship or job and get a new one, any magic related to reducing bad 
things, such as debt, illness, etc. 
^^  Glasnevin seems to have been founded by Saint Mobhi (sometimes 
known as St Berchan) in the sixth (or perhaps fifth) century as a monastery. 
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In The Playboy of the Western world. Widow Quin tries to convince 
Christy's that Pegeen, along with people of Mayo, would not accept 
Christy's second attempt to kill his father and if Christy still stays with her, 
then Pegeen, herself might become the cause of his destruction due to the 
'double murder' he has attempted. She also tries to make it clear to him that 
Christy can get 'finer' girls when there is a 'waning moon' in the sky. 
CHRISTY. I'll not leave Pegeen Mike. 
WIDOW QUIN [impatiently]. Isn't there the match of her in 
every parish public, from Binghamstown unto the plain ot 
Meath ? Come on, I tell you, and I'll find you finer 
sweethearts at each waning moon. 
(S3'nge, Collected Plays 205) 
The Hazel Moon (August 5-September 1) is known to the Celts as Coll, 
which translates to 'the life force inside you'. This is the time of year when 
hazelnuts start appearing on the trees. Hazelnuts are also associated with 
wisdom and protection and in Celtic lore, they are associated with 'sacred 
wells' and magical springs containing the 'salmon of knowledge'. This is a 
good month to do workings related to wisdom and knowledge. 
In Deirdre of the Sorrows, one can notice Naisi discussing with 
Fergus his knowledge about 'old age' because he encountered the 'Salmon 
of Wisdom': 
NAISI [very thoughtfully]. I'll not tell you a lie. There have 
been days a while past when I've been throwing a line for 
salmon or watching for the run of hares, that I've a dread 
upon me a day'd come I'd weary of her voice, [very 
slowly] and Deirdre'd see I'd wearied .. . 
(Synge, Collected Plays 240) 
NAISI. You've heard my words to Fergus? [She does not 
answer. A pause. He puts his arm round her] Leave 
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troubling, and we'll go this night to Glen da Ruadh, where 
the salmon will be running with the tide. 
(Synge, Collected Plays 241) 
The 'Salmon of Knowledge' is a creature figuring in the Fenian Cycle of 
Irish mythology. The Salmon figures prominently in The Boyhood Deeds of 
Fionn, which recounts the early adventures of Fionn mac Cumhail. 
According to the story, an ordinary salmon ate nine hazelnuts that fell into 
the Well of Wisdom {lobar Segais) from nine hazel trees that surrounded 
the well. By this act, the salmon gained all the world's knowlede, 
tconsequently, the first person to eat of its flesh would, in turn, gain this 
knowledge. The folklore goes like this: 
Deimne (Fionn mac Cumhail) was the son of Cumhail. His father 
was slain while Deimne (pronounced dei-fni) was still in his mother's 
womb. Fearing for the boy's life his mother sent him away to be trained by 
a druid on the Isle of Skye. The druid was a great philosopher and a curious 
seeker striving to understand the elements of nature and truth. He often 
taught lessons or narrated tales in the shade of oak trees. Knowing that no 
one would harm a druid, his mother felt he was safe from the tragic fate that 
had befallen his father. Deimne under the tutelage of the druid became quite 
learned and began to understand the curing properties of various herbs. He 
was a fine poet and also a harper. But he was not satisfied with the simple 
life of a druid so he decided to seek adventure. 
Deimne had heard that there was a sacred well in Ireland, which was 
the primary source of inspiration. If there was anything he would need, to 
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gear him up for any adventure, it was unfettered access to the knowledge 
that the well could bestow on someone. So he set himself on the task of 
finding it. He followed the river Boyne, which was named after Boann, of 
the Tuatha De Danaan (the legendary race of people that were said to have 
arrived in Ireland from four great cities that had perished due to some 
natural disaster or another). They were a regal people and holders of a great 
amount of knowledge. 
Deimne followed the river Boyne and it became narrower and 
narrower until it resembled a stream. Finally he came to a well from which 
the stream took birth. Nine old and purpled hazel trees encircled the well 
and it is said that there is a certain time when one of the trees will drop a 
hazelnut that, if caught by a salmon before it reaches the water, and the said 
salmon is caught by a druid before the fish gets back into the water, eating 
that salmon will bestow great wisdom and inspiration. Demine was not 
familiar with that tale. 
The poet Finn Eces spent seven years fishing for this salmon. But 
when Fionn (Demine) reached the well, he just saw a salmon being cooked 
nearby over some stones and no one else near the fish. He touched the fish 
with his thumb to see if it was cooked and burnt his finger. He sucked on it 
to ease the pain without having the slightest idea that all of salmon's 
wisdom had been concentrated into that one drop of fish fat. Then Finn 
Eces arrived and saw that the boy's eyes shone with unseen wisdom. Finn 
Eces asked Fionn if he had eaten any of the salmon. Answering no, the boy 
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explained what had happened. Finn Eces reahsed thai Fionn had received 
the wisdom of the salmon, so gave him the rest of the fish to eat. Fionn ate 
the salmon and in so doing gained all the knowledge of the world. 
Throughout the rest of his life, Fionn could draw upon this knowledge 
merely by biting his thumb. The deep knowledge and wisdom gained from 
Fintan, the Salmon of Knowledge, allowed Fionn to become the leader of 
the Fianna, the famed heroes of Irish myth. 
("salmonofknowledge"celtic.org) 
In Irish mythology, Connla's Well (also called the 'Well of 
Coelrind,' 'Well of Nechtan,' and 'Well of Segals') is one of a number of 
wells of the 'Otherworld' that are variously depicted as 'The Well of 
Wisdom,' 'The Well of Knowledge' and the source of some of the rivers of 
Ireland, for example, the river Boyne as depicted in the above mentioned 
story. Much like the 'Well of Nechtan,' the well is the home to the salmon 
of wisdom, and surrounded with hazel trees, which also signify knowledge 
and wisdom ("Irish Myths and Legends" toptenz.net). 
There is a folklore associated with a blessed well known as 'Mary's 
weir in Ballintubber (i.e., town of the well), in the county Mayo, Ireland: 
So the story goes, one day a well broke out of the earth at the foot of 
a hill, near an altar. A poor friar happened to pass by the road where the 
well had just emerged and he started saying a prayer upon the site of the 
blessed altar. Suddenly, he saw a fine well in its place and heard a voice 
saying : "Put off your brogues, you are upon blessed ground, you are on the 
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brink of Mary's Well, and there is the curing of thousands of blind in it ; 
there shall be a person cured by the water of that well, for every person who 
heard mass in front of the altar that was in the place where the well is now, 
if they be dipped three times in it, in the name of the Father, the Son, and 
the Holy Spirit." When the friar had said his prayers, he looked up and saw 
a large white dove speaking to him from above. Then, the fame of Mary's 
Well went through the country, and it was not long till there were pilgrims 
from every county coming to the blessed well and nobody went back 
without being cured ; and after that, people from other countries started 
coming to it (Hyde 14-15). 
The characters in Synge's plays are well aware of these blessed wells 
and mention them frequently in their speeches. In the Tinker's Wedding , 
Mary also talks about a blessed well: 
MARY [a feigned tone of pacification with the bundle still in 
her hand]. It's not a drouth but a heartburn I have this 
day, Sarah Casey, so I'm going down to cool my gullet at 
the blessed well. . . (Synge, Collected Plays 71) 
In The Well of the Saints, we get to know about the curing power of a well 
'of four beautiful saints' from Timmy: 
TIMMY [impj-essively]. There's a green ferny well, I'm told, 
behind of that place, and if you put a drop of the water out 
of it on the eyes of a blind man, you'll make him see as 
well as any person is walking the world. (Synge, 
Collected Plays 90) 
Yet another Irish folklore moves around a well, which cures blindness: 
Once, there were two merchants going along the road and one said that 
there was blessing of God on the road, while the other disagreed. So they 
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bet and the price of the winner was decided on the eyes of the loser. The 
merchant, who beUeved in God, lost both of his eyes because none out of 
the two people (whom they asked about the blessing of God) agreed with 
him and said like the other merchant that there was no blessing of God on 
the road. In this way, the merchant turned blind and asked the winner to 
leave him in a nearby church. There he overheard some cats talking about 
the curing power of a well. Conall, the king of cats said "if anyone were 
blind, and he to put a drop of that water on his eyes he would get his 
sight.'The blind merchant strived to reach the well and asked, "Is there any 
well here ?" "There is," said the shepherd. "Leave me at the brink of the 
well." He left him there. The merchant just put down his hand and splashed 
a drop of water on his two eyes; and he finally got his eyesight again. (Hyde 
175-76) 
Like most artists, Synge was concerned with expressing what cannot 
be communicated directly. The problem, he suggested in a 1906 note, is 
"finding a universal expression for the particular emotions and ideas of the 
personality of the artist himself (qtd. in Saddlemyer, introduction to the 
Collected Works xxviii) His treatment of individual situations and 
experiences, in the major writings, shows that he moved from the particular 
to the universal. For example, if one of his characters speaks about 
something paranormal, that very thing has been experienced or at least 
known to all the people living in the same region. These people share 
similar beliefs and notions about the magical power of some well, or the 
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black hags keening for the dead. In Riders to the Sea, Cathleen tells Nora 
that the black hags must be keening around Michael's dead body: 
CATHLEEN [counts the stitches]. It's that number is in it 
[crying out]. Ah, Nora, isn't it a bitter thing to think of 
him floating that way to the far north, and no one to keen 
him but the black hags that do be flying on the sea. 
(Synge, Collected Plays 44) 
This individual perception of Cathleen about the black hags is not just 
personal, but has universal significance in Celtic contexts. In Irish 
mythology, a hag is a wizened old woman, or a kind of fairy or goddess 
having the appearance of such a woman, found in folklore and children's 
tales as a death messenger. She is like Badb (pronounced ba-v) meaning 
'crow'. Badb was a war Goddess who took the forni of a crow, and was 
thus sometimes known as Badb Catha ('battle crow'). Badb would also 
appear prior to a battle to foreshadow the extent of the carnage to come or 
to predict the death of a notable person. She would sometimes do this 
through wailing cries. Hags are often seen as malevolent, but may also be 
one of the chosen forms of shape-shifting deities, such as the Morrigan or 
Badb, who are seen as neither wholly beneficent nor malevolent (Lysaght 
54). 
Aside from Maurya's vision, the strongest evidence for supernatural 
forces in Riders to the Sea is its sense of design and its phenomenal 
unity.The white boards meant for Michael's coffin become the boards for 
Bartley's; the bread for his trip becomes a meal for his coffin builders; and 
his changing into Michael's cleaner coat—a natural enough action— 
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becomes a highly significant aspect of Maurya's vision. Her strong 
conviction in the 'Otherworld' is very much evident in the play. On many 
occasions one may notice Maurya and her daughters looking out of the 
window. The world 'outside' the window is dominated by the people of the 
'Otherworld' and when their procession starts (understood by bad weather 
and thunderstorm), no window or door can stop them from coming in and 
passing by. A folklore named The Death Coach is about a coach which used 
to pass by a house every night where a woman lived. After her daughter 
was born, she used to hear the sound of the death coach. It passed about 
midnight, and she could hear the rushing, the tramping of the horses, and 
most beautiful singing, just like fairy music, but she could not understand 
the words. Once or twice she was brave enough to open the door and look 
out as the coach passed, but she could never see a thing, though there was 
the noise and singing. One time a man had to wait on the roadside to let the 
fairy horses go by, and he could hear their passing very clearly but could 
not see any one of them. (Evans-Wentz 72) 
There are mounds known as 'fairy preserves'. People believe that 
any heap of stones in a field should not be disturbed, especially if they are 
part of an ancient civilisation. The fairies are said to live inside the pile, and 
to move the stones would be most unfortunate. 
If a house happens to be built on a fairy preserve, or in a fairy 
track, the occupants will have no luck. Everything will go 
wrong. Their animals will die, their children fall sick, and no 
end of trouble will come on them. When the house happens to 
have been built in a fairy track, the doors on the front and 
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back, or the windows if they are in the line of the track, cannot 
be kept closed at night, for the fairies must march through. 
(Evans-Wentz 39) 
Sometimes, fairies also appear as flies and In County Mayo it is believed 
that once the fairies had a great battle near it and that the slaughter was 
tremendous. 
At the time, the fairies appeared as swarms of flies coming 
from every direction to that spot. Some came from Knock Ma, 
and some from South Ireland, the opinion being that fairies 
can assume any form they like. The battle lasted a day and a 
night, and when it was over one could have filled baskets with 
the dead flies which floated down the river. (Evans-Wentz 40) 
We see in Synge's The Shadow of the Glen, Nora's husband Dan making a 
reference to a fly as "Devil's own fly": 
DAN. It is not, stranger; but she won't be coming near me at 
all, and it's not long now I'll be letting on, for I've a 
cramp in my back, and my hip's asleep on me, and there's 
been the devil's own fly itching my nose. 
(Synge, Collected Plays 23) 
'Syngean' Characters: Not 'Just' Simple Rustics 
In the present study, the characters of Synge's plays are compared with the 
deities and people of high esteem, which clearly shows that along with 
portraying his characters as simple rustic peasants, Synge has made their 
thoughts, superstitions, beliefs appear overwhelming. Their actions and 
decisions appear to have a striking affinity with some hero or deity. 
Synge's characters share several prominent characteristics of the 
Irish mythological figures. These characteristics, exclusively attributed to 
the Celtic-Irish deities and folkloric figures, contribute to the collective 
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psychology of Irish peasantry. If we go through his plays, we are likely to 
find traces of supernatural deities in peasant men and women. For example, 
the women with red petticoats over their heads appear very similar to the 
famous Irish folkloric figure, beansidhe. She is a fairy woman who wails 
over the dead and calls for them. She is usually depicted as an older woman 
with long red hair, a pale complexion, and a long grey cloak draping over 
her body. Some say that she has no real substance and appears more as a 
mist-like cloud, or is seen with one nostril, breast, and tooth. It is said that 
the wailing of the beansidhe foretells an approaching human death. Her 
name is a variation of 'washing woman' and it is said that one may see her 
more often near a river or a lake. She is posed as washing the bloody 
clothes of the person whose death she is foretelling. As far as characters in 
the plays are concerned, in Riders to the Sea one can notice Maurya with a 
red shawl over her head foretelling her son's death; and in the last section of 
the play, sprinkling Holy Water on the clothes of Michael and on Hartley's 
body as if she, herself is trying to wash away the signs of misfortune. In the 
last part of the play we also see women 'keening' and wearing red petticoats 
over their heads which again remind us of fairies who 'take away' young 
people with them. 
. . . they are at times seen to issue mounted on diminutive 
steeds, in order to take at night the diversion of the chase. 
Their usual attire is green with red caps. (Keightley, "Ireland" 
sacred-texts.com) 
In Riders to the Sea, Maurya: 
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. . . pauses again with her hand stretched out towards the 
door. It opens softly and old women begin to come in, 
crossing themselves on the threshold and kneeling down in 
front of the stage with red petticoats over their heads. 
(Synge, Collected Plays 47) 
Nicholas Grene, at one point in his essay on Riders to the Sea says that: 
Synge wins from his audience the willing suspension of 
disbelief by the strength and actuality of his dramatic image. . 
. . We not only believe that Maurya saw Michael on the grey 
pony, we believe Michael was there. (Grene 54) 
Robin Skelton, general editor of Synge's Collected Works, states directly 
that the play's "emphasis upon the dominance of the sea makes the sea 
itself into a power, a god" (Skelton 43). On the other hand, Malcolm Pittock 
has harshly criticised Synge, saying: 
He cheats us, for the sake of effect, into actively assenting to 
some of the [beliefs of the islanders] least acceptable 
elements. . . .When as a boy I first saw the play, the powerful 
justification given by the action for Maurya's subjective 
misgivings puzzled me: the implication seemed to be that to 
put to sea in rough weather was not merely to risk death but to 
make it certain. . . . Perhaps the most significant falsity in the 
play is Maurya's vision. Here Synge does not allow us to 
question the validity of her or her family's belief in its 
prophetic nature or its relationship to Bartley's death . . . . 
(Pittock 448) 
"Pittock overlooks what Grene sees, the incredulity with which Maurya's 
family and friends regard her, but he is right in pointing out how much in 
the play is realistic, reasonable, and natural and how this element can 
undermine the viewer's belief that something supernatural is happening" in 
Riders to the Sea (Hull 245). 
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The present study argues that Synge does not cheat us, however; he 
simply wants to give us a glimpse of the Celtic mythological and 
supernatural beliefs. Riders to the Sea "is an ambivalent drama, promoting 
the view that supernatural forces are at work while supporting the view that 
the play's action is purely naturalistic" (Hull 245). 
In ancient Ireland, a special gift of clairvoyance was believed to be 
possessed by the poets and the druids, known as 'imbas forosnai'. Imbas 
means 'inspiration' or 'knowledge' and forosnai means 'illuminated' or 
'that which illuminates'. Descriptions of the practices associated W\\\i Imbas 
forosnai are found in Cormac's Glossary and in the mythology associated 
with Fionn mac Cumhail. Generally Imbas forosnai was thought to involve 
the practitioner engaging in sensory deprivation techniques in order to enter 
into a trance and receive answers or prophecy ("Imbas Forosnai" 
wikipedia.org). 
The term clairvoyance (from 17th century French with clair 
meaning "clear" and voyance meaning "vision") is used to 
refer to the ability to gain information about an object, person, 
location or physical event through means other than the 
known human senses, a form of extra-sensory perception. A 
person said to have the ability of clairvoyance is referred to as 
a clairvoyant ("one who sees clearly"). 
("Clairvoyance" wikipedia.org) 
Claims for the existence of paranormal and psychic abilities such as 
clairvoyance are highly controversial. Parapsychology explores this 
possibility, but the existence of the paranormal is generally not accepted by 
the scientific community. Synge's characters are based on real peasants, 
therefore, their beliefs in fairies, ghosts, apparitions, and numen/sTpmi of the 
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objects, their visions and related actions have also become part and parcel 
of his plays. Another play of Synge Deirdre of the Sorrows, clearly justifies 
the underlying mythical theme of the belief in the future prediction by a 
priest that Deirdre will be the doom of the sons of Usna, and we see it 
happening. At one point of play, Deirdre herself admits this: 
DEIRDRE. Do many know what is foretold, that Deirdre will 
be the ruin of the Sons of Usna, and have a little grave by 
herself, and a story will be told forever? (Synge, Collected 
Plays 228) 
Though the islanders have formally adopted Christianity, their outlook is 
often pagan. The regular devastation caused by the sea and other agents of 
nature, create in them a polytheistic belief that the world is in the clutches 
of gods (malicious they may be) instead of the benevolent Christian 
Almighty Father. One may notice that Maurya questions the words of the 
young priest: 
MAURYA [in a low voice but clearly]. It's little the like of 
him knows of the sea . . . Bartley will be lost now . . . . 
(Synge, Collected Plays 46) 
This pagan response gives rise to several superstitions such as "a star up 
against the moon" (Synge, Collected Plays 40) is a premonition for death 
and disaster, and a drowning man is not rescued because it is considered ill 
luck to save someone whom the sea has tried to claim. The supernatural 
vision like that of "Bride Dara" (Synge, Collected Plays 45) and Maurya's 
premonition of 'Michael's ghost' riding the grey horse reveal the rustic 
imaginations of the Aran people. Moreover, the custom of lamenting over 
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the dead by 'keening' is again an Aran practice that Synge himself had 
observed. 
Synge elevates the moral standard of his protagonists by the end of 
each play. What was suggested by the visions of Maurya, we see it getting 
materialised on the stage. Maurya's last living son also dies and she, who 
was so troubled by previous misfortunes, does not burst into tears this time. 
She suddenly appears with stoical tolerance and keeping Michael's clothes 
near the feet of Hartley's body and sprinkles holy water over him. From her 
identity as a common islander, she is transformed into a stoical tolerant 
mother. There are many elements in the play which remind us of the 
classical tragedies of antiquity: the compelling structure, the foreshadowing 
of the tragedy and its inevitability, the element of guilt which is not 
personal guilt, the stoic acceptance of fate, the great simplicity and dignity 
of the main character. Her name echoes the Greek word moira, meaning 
^fate'. She is a poor victim of dark fatality as represented by the sea as both 
preserver and destroyer. The most important aspect of her chracterisation is 
the change in her attitude towards life and death after her last son and the 
last surviving male member of her family, Hartley, is drowned in the sea. 
Maurya senses a paradoxical victory over the tyrant-god, for the sea can 
cause no more harm to the old woman who becomes a sort of mythical 
embodiment of suffering humanity and the transcendence of suffering. 
Maurya and her daughters appear to be like three female personifications of 
destiny, often called 'The Fates' in English. Their Greek equivalent were 
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the 'Moerae' and in Roman mythology, the 'Parcae'(Grimassi 154). They 
controlled the metaphorical thread of life of every mortal and immortal 
from birth to death. Even the gods feared the Parcae. Cathleen is like one of 
the three Parcae, Nona (Greek equivalent Klotho), who spun the thread of 
life from her distaff onto her spindle and just like her, we notice Cathleen 
spinning at the wheel ''rapidly" (Synge, Collected Plays 37) in the very 
beginning of the play. Maurya's second daughter Nora, appears to be like 
Decima (Greek Lachesis), who measured the thread of life with her rod. In 
the play, Nora counts the stitches in Michael's stocking and finally confirms 
the possibility of Michael's death (Synge, Collected Plays 43). Maurya 
behaves in the same manner as the goddess Morta (Greek Atropos), who 
cuts the thread of life and chose the manner of a person's death. Maurya, 
seems to have similar power when she herself foretells (or, in a way, 
decides) the future of her son, Bartley: 
MAURYA. It's hard set we'll be surely the day you're 
drowned with the rest. . . [crying out as he is in the door]. 
He's gone now, God spare us, and we'll not see him 
again. He's gone now, and when the black night is falling 
I'll have no son left me in the world. 
(Synge, Collected Plays 36- 37) 
According to Keith N. Hull: 
Maurya's behavior possibly helps cause Bartley's death. 
Whatever she says or does not say seems to affect the course 
of events, since the first omitted blessing might have doomed 
him and the second might have saved him. The "something" 
that silences Maurya might be from within her or an active 
agent without. If she is certain of Bartley's death, maybe she 
unconsciously stops the blessing to keep the dark word in 
effect, or maybe she is a vicfim of some malevolence that 
takes advantage of her dark word, be it an uttered or a 
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withheld blessing. Then again, maybe all this is superstitious 
speculation, and the blessing or lack of it or the cry as Hartley 
goes out can have no logical effect on events anyway, so the 
dark word has no significance. 
There is no way to tell. Dark words have power in a 
supernatural world. If we accept "Riders to the Sea" as 
occurring in such a world, then the characters might be active 
agents in their own fates by supernatural means, in which case 
we witness Maurya's ironically causing what she fears most. 
If the world is not supernatural, an unspoken blessing will not 
cause one horse to crowd another, pushing a rider off a cliff 
(Hull 248-49) 
In Maurya's very famous vision of the riders, she mentions Bride Dara 
having the premonition of her child's death. 
MAURY A [speaking very slowly]. I've seen the fearfulest 
thing any person has seen since the day Bride Dara seen 
the dead man with the child in his arms. 
(Synge, Collected Plays 45) 
'Bride' is an archaic form of the name Brigid (pronounced br-eed), one of 
the great pagan goddesses of Ireland. Brigid was later Christianized and 
turned into one of the Catholic saints, who founded a double monastary and 
convent at Cill-Dara in in County Kildare. Bride Dara, must like Maurya 
have had a vision of loved ones who where dead. 'Bride Dara' is therefore a 
sort of shorthand way of saying 'Brigid of Dara'. 
Brigid was a goddess who kept watch over a well (or many 
wells) from which a prospective king had to drink in order to 
earn his place on the throne. (Parks 628) 
Maurya goes to the Spring well to break the dark word she said for Bartley 
and bless him, but she could not say anything. She keened rapidly. Many of 
the myths surrounding the goddess Brigid also include the story of the death 
of Brigid's son, Ruadan. It states that when Brigid's son Ruadan is killed in 
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battle, her wailing was such that it started the tradition of keening, used ever 
since at Irish 'wakes'-'l The goddess epitomizes maternal love while 
grieving for her dead son and by her connection with the great mother 
goddess Danu. This may be the origin of Maurya's allusion. 
Maurya also shares many features of the Irish goddess Brigid, 'the 
Mary of the Gales'. Like Greek goddess Artemis, and Roman goddess 
Minerva, Brigid was a goddess of childbirth, a protector of children, and a 
fierce advocate of women's rights. Brigid was one of the greatest deities of 
the Celtic people and was known as Brigit or Brigid to the Irish, Brigantia 
in Northern England, Bride in Scotland, and Brigandu in Brittany. As a 
goddess of healing, herbalism, the arts, and midwifery, she is in touch with 
both powers of water and those of fire. 
MAURYA [drops Michael's clothes across Hartley's feet and 
sprinkles the Holy Water over him]. 
(Synge, Collected Plays 48) 
Brigid is the goddess of the hearth and Maurya is also seen frequently near 
fire and hearth. 
Maurya takes up the tongs and begins raking the fire 
aimlessly without looking round. (Synge, Collected Plays 41) 
Talismans associated with Brigid also include similar household stuff that 
Maurya"s house contains—mirror, spinning wheel and holy grail. For 
Brigid, mirror serves as a medium to see the 'Otherworld,' spinning wheel 
'^ An Irish wake (called /aire in Ireland) is a ceremony associated with 
death. A wake takes place in the house of the deceased, with the body 
present before all. People sit round the corpse, and guard the dead- body 
whole night. The gathering drinks ale, consumes tobacco and sometimes 
bread, and cakes. 
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suggests 'the circle of life and death' and holy grail means 'womb'. All 
these objects may suggest affinity with Maurya, especially the holy grail. 
On seeing her last surviving son, Bartley's dead body Maurya turns the 
empty cup (before, which contained holy water) upside down as if it is 
symbolic of the holy grail (and her womb) which is now empty. 
MAURYA [puts the empty cup mouth downwards on the 
table, and lays her hands together on Bartley's feet]. 
(Synge, Collected Plays 51) 
Synge elevates his characters to a sublime level and in doing so a halo 
surrounds his characters making the divine powers not just associated with 
the gods but also, symbolically, with these islanders. We see Maurya 
evolving from a weak-hearted mother to a woman, having stoical 
understanding of the realities of life. She says, "No man at all can be living 
forever, and we must be satisfied" (Synge, Collected Plays 50). On the 
religious front, she achieves the position of the tolerant mother figure -
Mother Mary. Maurya is not second to the Greek heroine, Hecuba"''* who 
also bears the pangs of losing all her children, grandson and husband. In 
Greek mythology, Hecuba was the second wife of Priam, king of the city of 
Troy. She bore Priam many children, including Hector, Paris, Polydorus, 
and Cassandra. 
In The Trojan Women, Euripides's follows the fates of the women 
of Troy after their city has been sacked, their husbands killed, and as their 
remaining families are about to be taken away as slaves. The Greek herald 
^^ Hecuba appears in Homer's Iliad and the plays Hecuba and The Trojan 
Women by Euripides. 
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Talthybius arrives to tell the dethroned queen Hecuba (as her husband 
Priam is dead in the war) that she will be taken away with the Greek general 
Odysseus, and her daughter Cassandra is destined to become the conquering 
general Agamemnon's concubine. He also infomis her that Hector's baby 
son, Astyanax, has been condemned to die. The Greek leaders are afraid 
that the boy will grow up to avenge his father Hector (Hecuba's son), and 
rather than take this chance, they plan to throw him off from the battlements 
of Troy to his death. The widowed princess Andromache (wife of Hector) 
tells Hecuba that her youngest daughter, Polyxena, has been killed as a 
sacrifice at the tomb of the Greek warrior Achilles. After sometime 
Talthybius arrives again with gives the corpse of Astyanax to Hecuba, who 
prepares the body of her grandson for burial before she is finally taken off 
with Odysseus. On her way to Greece with Odysseus, they journey through 
Thrace, which is ruled by King Polymestor. Before the war, Hecuba had 
asked Polymestor to protect her son Polydorus. However, upon reaching 
Thrace, she finds that the king has killed the last surviving boy too. In 
Euripides's another tragedy Hecuba, the ghost of Polydorus is a character, 
and his death is the cause of the main conflict of the play. Polydorus' ghost 
presents the prologue of the play, explaining that he was sent to Thrace 
under the protection of King Polymestor in case Troy fell. Priam sent gold 
with Polydorus so that if Troy should fall, even then his son could continue 
to support himself Once Troy fell, however, Polymestor killed Polydorus 
by throwing him into the sea and stole the gold. Polydorus laments the fact 
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that his body is adrift in the sea without the proper death rites ("Hecuba" 
mythencyclopedia.com). 
Another character by Synge—Deirdre, of Deirdre of the Sorrows, is 
totally based on the heroine of the Ulster Cycle of Irish mythology— 
Deirdre, the heroine of the tale of The Sons ofUsnach (pronounced us-na). 
Her story is one of the 'Three Sorrowful Stories of Erin'. She was the 
daughter of Fedlimid, harper to King Conchubar (pronounced cona- ch-
oor) of Ulster, and Cathbad the druid prophesied that her beauty would 
bring banishment and death to heroes. Conchubar destined her for his wife 
and had her brought up in solitude. But she accidentally saw and fell in love 
with Naoise (or Naisi; pronounced nee-sha), the son of Usnach, who with 
his brothers carried her off to Scotland. They were lured back by Conchubar 
and treacherously slain, and Deirdre took her own life. Deirdre's tragic tale 
served as inspiration for poetry, plays, and stories by later Irish writers, 
including William Butler Yeats and J. M. Synge (Parks 216). 
Deirdre, may also be compared with Helen of Troy. In Greek 
mythology, Helen was considered the most beautiful woman in the world. 
A daughter of the god Zeus and Leda, she is best known for the part she 
played in causing the Trojan War (a story told by Homer in the Iliad and the 
Odyssey). Some scholars suggest that Helen was also a very ancient 
goddess associated with trees and birds. We see Lavarcham saying to 
Conchubar, the king of Ulster, similar things about Deirdre in the play 
Deirdre of the Sorrows: 
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LAVARCHAM. I'm after serving you two score of years, and 
I'll tell you this night, Conchubor, she's little call to mind 
an old woman when she has the birds to school her, and 
the pools in the rivers where she goes bathing in the sun. 
I'll tell you if you seen her that time, with her white skin, 
and her red lips, and the blue water and the ferns about 
her, you'd know, maybe, and you greedy itself, it wasn't 
for your like she was bom at all. (Synge, Plays 302) 
Paris, the son of king Priam and queen Hecuba of Troy, was a handsome 
young prince. He eloped with Helen and this caused the Trojan War (in 
Deirdre's tory, Naisi eloped with her and this resulted in his destruction). 
Paris seemed destined for disaster from birth. Shortly before Paris was bom, 
his mother, Hecuba, dreamt that she gave birth to a flaming torch that 
destroyed Troy. Priam consulted a seer, who warned the king that the dream 
foretold disaster for the city. He advised Priam to have the baby killed. But 
the servants did not follow their order and left Paris on a mountain to die, 
and he was found and raised by a shepherd. Years later, Paris returned to 
Troy, and as predicted, he caused the city's destruction. He began the 
Trojan War'^ ^ by taking away Helen, wife of King Menelaus of Sparta 
("Trojan War" mythencyclopedia.com). 
^^ According to myths, the Trojan War was rooted in vanity and passion. A 
youth named Paris, one of the sons of king Priam of Troy, was asked to 
choose the fairest of three goddesses: Aphrodite, Athena, and Hera. Each 
goddess offered Paris a special gift if he declared her the fairest. Paris 
selected Aphrodite, who had promised him the most beautiful woman in the 
world. Aphrodite led Paris to Sparta, the home of a Greek prince named 
Menelaus. Helen, the wife of Menelaus, was considered the world's most 
beautiftil woman. Paris fell in love with Helen and carried her off to Troy. 
Menelaus asked his brother King Agamemnon to lead the princes and 
warriors of Greece against Troy to recover Helen and to punish the Trojans. 
The Greeks built a large hollow horse out of wood and hid in it to get 
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Deirdre was also aware of a prophecy that she will be the doom of 
the sons of Usna. Cathbad, the druid, told Fedlimid about the future of his 
daughter. 
" . . . I see by Druid signs that it is on account of a daughter 
belonging to you, that more blood will be shed than ever was 
shed in Ireland since time and race began. And great heroes 
and bright candles of the Gad will lose their lives because of 
her." . . . "For all that," said Cathbad, "I am certain of its truth, 
for I can see it all clearly in my own mind." (Gregory 105) 
Deirdre asks Naisi (son of Usna, Deirdre's lover) to take her away from 
Ulster. He agrees, and Ainnle (brother of Naisi) weds them in an impromptu 
ceremony. Conchubor (the king who had charged Lavarcham to raise 
Deirdre to be his queen) and Naisi go to join the fray and Naisi is killed. 
Fergus and his men arrive, enraged by the king's treachery, and set Emain 
Macha ablaze like Troy. Lavarcham tries to convince Deirdre to flee Ulster, 
and Conchubor tries to take her to a different castle, but she stays and 
mourns her dead lover and his brothers. In the end, Deirdre takes Naisi's 
dagger, stabs herself, and falls into his open grave, leaving Conchubor with 
nothing. 
The protagonist of The Well of the Saints, Martin Doul can be 
symbolically compared with the hero of Fenian Cycle, Oisin in few aspects. 
In Cekic mythology, Oisin (pronounced uh-sheen) was a great warrior poet 
and the son of Finn, leader of a warrior band known as the Fianna 
(pronounced fee-uh-nuh). Legend says that as a man, Oisin met Niamh 
(pronounced nee-uhv), daughter of the sea god Manannan Mac Lir 
through the gates of Troy. Once inside, the Greeks set fire to the city and 
defeated the Trojans. 
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(pronounced muh-nah-nahn makleer). She invited him to visit her father's 
kingdom of 'Tir Na Nog,' the 'Land of Ever Young'. He spent all his youth 
there but did not grow old. After what seemed to him like just a few years 
(while in reality he must be very old by then), Oisin grew homesick and 
asked if he might visit Ireland. Niamh agreed and sent him back on 
horseback, warning him not to touch the ground or he would never be able 
to return to 'Tir Na Nog'. However, Oisin slipped out of his saddle while 
helping some men lift a stone. When he fell to the ground, he instantly 
became blind, white-haired old man. Martin, like Oisin, also 'slips' from 
the paradise of illusions and 'falls' to face the reality. Martin and Mary 
Doul are two blind beggars who have been falsely led to believe by the 
townsfolk that they are handsome, when in fact they are old and ugly. A 
saint cures them of their blindness with water from a holy well, and they are 
disgusted by each other at first sight. Martin goes to work for Timmy the 
smith and tries to seduce his betrothed, Molly, but she rejects him, and 
Timmy sends him away to suffer without work and money. Both Mary and 
he lose their sight again, and when the saint returns to wed Timmy and 
Molly, Martin refuses his offer to cure their blindness again. To him, in 
spite of having eyes, life makes one 'slip' everyday because of its harsh 
realities. The world in blindness is far more pleasant for him, like Oisin's 
'Tir Na Nog,' the Land of Ever Young, where he can live in dreamy 
illusions of youth. 
TIMMY [seen blinking in doorway]. Is it turning now you are 
against your sight? 
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MARTIN DOUL [very miserably]. It's a hard thing for a man 
to have his sight, and he hving near to the Hke of you [he 
cuts a stick and throws it away], or wed with a wife [cuts 
a stick] ; and I do be thinking it should be a hard thing for 
the Almighty God to be looking on the world, bad days, 
and on men the like of yourself walking around on it, and 
they slipping each way in the muck . . . . 
MARTIN DOUL. There's not a bit of fear of me losing my 
sight, and if it's a dark day itself it's too well I see every 
wicked wrinkle you have round by your eye. 
(Synge, Plays 89) 
Christy Mahon, in The Playboy of the Western World, shares few heroic 
attributes of the famous Irish folkloric figure, Cuchulain. But these 
attributes should be considered quasi-heroic or mock-heroic because of 
Christy's false claims about his bravery. Cuchulain is one of the principal 
heroes of the Ulster Cycle of Irish mythology, the nephew of Conchubar, 
king of Ulster. His birth was miraculous, and he showed his strength and 
prowess at an early age. While still a child he killed the terrible watchdog of 
the smith Culain and compensated the owner by undertaking to guard his 
house in the dog's place, whence the name of Cuchulain, signifying 
'Culain's hound'. Of his numerous feats of valour, which won him the love 
of many women, the chief was his defence of Ulster, single-handed, against 
Medb ( pronounced maeve), queen of Connaught, who attacked it in order 
to carry off the Brown Bull of Cuailgne ( pronounced coo-ley). Cuchulain 
was killed, aged twenty-seven, by Lugaid, son of a king of Ulster, and the 
daughters of Calatin the wizard, in vengeance for their fathers whom 
Cuchulain had slain. 
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In The Playboy of the Western World, Synge had remodelled a scene 
in the life of Cuchulain. In the epic, the hero underwent a 'battle rage' after 
fighting, which so terrified his comrades that they would not permit him to 
re-enter the city of Emain Macha. Eventually, they solved the problem in a 
different way; thirty virgins were sent naked across the plain of Macha, 
walking towards the hero. Being a bashful lad, he blushed, bowed low, and, 
so the manuscripts say, with that his battle rage left him. But this scene 
turns against Synge's Playboy-Christy. Rage turned to riot when Christy 
voiced his love for the publican's daughter Pegeen: 
CHRISTY. It's Pegeen I'm seeking only and what'd I care if 
you brought me a drift of chosen females, standing in their 
shifts itself maybe, from this place to the eastern 
world?( Synge, Plays 286) 
Synge had clad the maidens of Mayo in shifts, presumably to mollify strict 
moralists among his Abbey audience. But despite all this, the very thought 
of sending scantily clad females to Christy, became even more 
inflammatory to the male puritans than one who is wholly naked. The 
similarity between The Playboy of the Western World and a story from 
Lady Gregory's Cuchulain of Muirthernne is unmistakable: the people were 
so frightened of Cuchulain's battle madness that they "sent out three fifties 
of the women . . . red-naked to meet him. When the boy saw them coning 
there was shame on him . . . and the wildness went out of him" (Gregory 
21). Yet another parallel presents itself in Christy's borrowing a suit to 
participate in the local games; Cuchulain wins the Championship of Ulster 
in a borrowed suit of armour. The three prizes that Christy wins, a 
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blackthorn, a fiddle, and a bagpipe, evoke the three titles bestowed on 
Cuchulain at the championship of Ulster—the head of warriors (symbolized 
by the blackthorn), the head of poets (symbolised by a fiddle played by the 
poets), and the head of musicians (the bagpipe). 
Christy is sometimes called mock-Oedipus and mock-Christ too. 
Oedipus (ed-uh-puhs) was a tragic hero of Greek mythology. He was bom 
to King Laius (pronounced lay-uhs) and Queen Jocasta (pronounced joh-
kas-tuh) of Thebes (pronounced theebz). The oracle at Delphi (pronounced 
del-fye), who could communicate directly with the gods, told Laius and 
Jocasta that their child would grow up to murder Laius and marry Jocasta. 
The horrified king fastened the infant's feet together with a large pin and 
left him on a mountainside to die. However, shepherds found the baby— 
who became known as Oedipus, or "swollen foot"—and took him to the 
city of Corinth. There King Polybus (pronounced pol-uh-buhs) and Queen 
Merope (pronounced mer-uhpee) adopted him and raised him as their own 
son. When Oedipus grew up, someone told him that he was not the son of 
Polybus. Oedipus went to Delphi to ask the oracle about his parentage. The 
answer he received was that he was fated to murder his father and marry his 
mother. Like Laius and Jocasta, Oedipus was determined to avoid the fate 
predicted for him. Believing that the oracle had said he was fated to kill 
Polybus and marry Merope, he vowed never to return to Corinth. Instead, 
he headed toward Thebes. Along the way, Oedipus came to a narrow road 
between cliffs. There he met an older man in a chariot coming from the 
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Other way. The two quarrelled over who should give way, and Oedipus 
killed the stranger and went on to Thebes. He found the city in great 
distress. He learned that a monster called the Sphinx was terrorizing the 
dwellera of Thebes by devouring them when they failed to answer its riddle, 
and that king Laius had been murdered on his way to seek help from the 
Delphic oracle. Oedipus solved the riddle of the Sphinx and won the throne 
of the dead king and the hand in marriage of the king's widow, Jocasta. 
Oedipus and Jocasta lived happily for a time and had four children. Then a 
dreadful plague came upon Thebes. A prophet declared that the plague 
would not end until the Thebans drove out Laius's murderer, who was 
within the city. A messenger then arrived from Corinth, announcing the 
death of king Polybus and asking Oedipus to return and rule the 
Corinthians. Oedipus told Jocasta what the oracle had predicted for him and 
expressed relief that the danger of his murdering Polybus was past. Jocasta 
told him not to fear oracles, for the oracle had said that her first husband 
would be killed by his own son, and instead he had been murdered by a 
stranger on the road to Delphi. Suddenly Oedipus remembered that fatal 
encounter on the road and knew that he had met and killed his real father, 
Laius. At the same time, Jocasta realised that the scars on Oedipus's feet 
marked him as the baby whose feet Laius had pinned together so long ago. 
Faced with the fact that she had married her own son and the murderer of 
Laius, she hanged herself Oedipus seized a pin from her dress and blinded 
himself with it. 
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In The Playboy of the Western World, Christy tells Widow Quin that 
his father wanted him to marry a widow who nursed him when he was a 
child. 
CHRISTY [getting almost excited]. I did not. 'I won't wed 
her/ says I, 'when all know she did suckle me for six 
weeks when I came into the world, and she a hag this day 
with a tongue on her has the crows and seabirds scattered, 
the way they wouldn't cast a shadow on her garden with 
the dread of her curse.' (Synge, Collected Plays 169) 
In a way, Christy also 'kills' his father like Oedipus had killed Laius; and 
like Oedipus's wedding with Jocasta, Christy, too, was supposed to marry 
his 'mother' who suckled him in infancy. The main action in The Playboy 
of the Western World, may be seen as the mockery of the ancient Greek 
play Oedipus the King by Sophocles. Oedipus, however, unknowingly 
killed his father and married his mother while Christy knows all about his 
family in The Playboy of the Western World. 
In due course of the play, Christy Mahon's conception of self also 
enlarges, thus, making his speech more lyrical and richer in associations. 
This contributes to the development of a pattern of biblical imagery. Christy 
turns into a Christ-figure. 
Ultimately Christy becomes a Christ-figure. In his "love-talk" 
with Pegeen he refers prophetically to Good Friday, when, he 
says, his poetry will be something very special indeed. His 
own Good Friday is imminent and, like Shakespeare's 
Richard II, he is betrayed by all the people. At least 
subconsciously he seems to appreciate his own role as a 
Christ-figure. This is almost too obvious in an early draft of 
The Playboy where he says, "Oh let you wed me Widow Quin 
for the love and kindness of the holy Christy" (IV, 333) . . . . 
Still, he is a kind of savior, at least for as long as Pegeen 
believes in the myth. She could have married a rich Jew, she 
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says, "and I not knowing at all there was the like of you 
drawing nearer like the stars of God" (IV, 151). The Mayoites 
finally lose their faith in Christy, but in basing their belief on 
the essentially unimportant act described by him when he first 
comes to the village they are as guilty as Judas Iscariot or 
Pontius Pilate. "Societies get the leaders they deserve," Robin 
Skelton suggests, "and Christy Mahon is more fitted for Mayo 
than Christ Messiah, but even Christy is betrayed. 
(Edwards 8-18) 
Towards the end of his plays, all his characters behave like people of high 
esteem. We see Maurya's premonition materialised; Deirdre's life struck by 
misfortune; Pageen's only hope in 'the playboy' withered; the Douls again 
blinded; Sarah remained unsuccessful in her attempt to get married; Nora is 
taken out of her husband's house to struggle; but these characters come up 
as heroes for they practice uncompromising will. They do what they want to 
and accept the consequences their fate has in store for them. Sometimes, J. 
M. Synge, is thought to have overdone with the accent of peasants, but one 
can say that to celebrate the poefic tone as the voice of gods, he again 
honoured his Irish characters and elevated them to the stature of gods. 
To justify the fact that Synge did make use of the Irish mythology in 
his plays, and thus contributed a lot in the Celtic Revival but, in his own 
unique way, the present study is an attempt to interpret the myths and 
folklores as happen to be present in his plays. But unlike others, his plays 
are not just wholly based on the mythic structure. To portray reality, Synge 
uses mythological motifs of the peasants as they are. The theme of The Well 
of the Saints is highly fantastic, and Deirdre of the Sorrows is based on an 
Irish legendary character. Riders to the Sea is famous for Maurya's vision 
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and The Playboy of the Western World appears to be a parody of great 
ancient myths. Except for his last, unfinished play, however, Synge did not 
choose to employ a myth-structure which was readily available and had 
already served dramatists like Yeats. He was not willing to sacrifice, even 
in Deirdre of the Sorrows, unique, individual, psychological drama for 
something "Cuchulanoid" or "spring-dayish" . Unlike Yeats and AE, Synge 
does not romanticise the theme and carries it to the atmosphere of dream-
land. She is a heroine of real life, full of passions and real blood and last of 
all she too struggles helplessly against fate like any other character in 
Synge's plays. Myth is never permitted to obscure the drama of the 
individual in Synge's plays, it is incorporated, as it were, into an 
individual's conscious or intuitive being. He believed that the Irish Theatre 
should not be based wholly upon mythology and fantasy. He wrote to 
Stephen MacKenna: 
I do not believe in the possibility of 'a purely fantastic, 
unmodern, ideal, breezy, spring-dayish, Cuchulainoid 
National Theatre'. . . no drama can grow out of anything other 
than the fundamental realities of life which are never fantastic, 
are neither modem nor unmodern and, as I see them, rarely 
spring-dayish, or breezy or Cuchulainoid. (Greene and 
Stephens 157) 
The present thesis attempts to assert that the common Irish islander's belief 
in mythology and folklore is firm and its significance in Synge's plays 
cannot be negated. He definitely believed in the effects of such events on a 
'prepared personality'. By the phrase 'prepared personality' one can 
understand that Synge himself, just like any Irish islander, heard so much 
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about these paranormal things (which we may call either superstitions or 
myths) that his personality, in a way, prepares itself to feel those things. 
His study of the occult and fairy faith of the islanders prepared his mind to 
get premonitions of these supernatural beings. He, in his autobiographical 
notes had written about his experience one evening when he was sitting 
near a valley in County Wicklow; 
. . . wreaths of white mist began to rise from the narrow bogs 
beside the river. Before it was quite dark I looked round the 
edge of the field and saw two immense luminous eyes looking 
at me from the base of the valley. I dropped my net and caught 
hold of a gate in front of me. Behind the eyes there rose a 
black sinister forehead. I was fascinated. For a moment the 
eyes seemed to consume my personality, then the whole 
valley became filled with a pageant of movement and colour, 
and the opposite hillside covered itself with ancient doorways 
and spires and high turrets. I did not know where or when I 
was existing. At last someone spoke in the lane behind me—it 
was a man going home—and I came back to myself The night 
had become quite dark and the eyes were no longer visible, 
yet I recognised in a moment what had caused the 
apparition—two clearings in a wood lined with white mist 
divided again by a few trees which formed the eye-balls. For 
many days afterwards I could not look on these fields even in 
daylight without terror. It would not be easy to find a better 
instance of the origin of local superstitions, which have their 
origin not in some trivial accident of colour but in the fearful 
and genuine hypnotic influence such things possess upon a 
prepared personality, (qtd. in Skelton 8) 
For example Nicholas Grene, in his book Synge: A Critical Study of the 
Plays, opines that the dissenting view of Malcom Pittock about the success 
of Riders to the Sea hovers at the impractical use of Maurya's vision in the 
play because she believes that it will be fulfilled. Grene says that Pittock 
talks about the non-serious attitude of the modem audience towards such 
superstition which causes this play to be a failure. Grene opines. 
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The play does not fail in the way Pittoci^ suggests, but his 
article is helpful in making us consider why it should succeed. 
How does Synge make us believe in a central incident which 
in cold blood we might call folk-superstition? Why does the 
vision not interfere with our sense of the reality of the drama? 
Why ultimately does a play concerned with a life which is 
alien and peripheral to our experience engage us with an 
immediate and profound sense of tragedy? (Grene 202) 
This view adds to a typical Syngean style of using a myth in a manner that 
its supernatural elements subtly appear to be natural. Skelton says that the 
personality of Synge, by 1898 was, "almost fully prepared to respond to 
experience in this imaginative fashion. He had felt the agony of belief and 
the agony of doubt" (8). 
Early in his life Synge averted his thoughts from church and chose 
to study the occult but he kept reading Bible for its aesthetic appeal. 
Synge's interest in the occult practices, dreams, premonitions and visions 
helped him to understand the fairy lore of the country people. Synge never 
interfered with the views of his characters which were delineated on the 
basis of real primitive community because their experiences provided the 
best test to reality. The people were nearer to the primary truth because they 
were closer to nature. Synge's doubts in these beliefs were not devoid of, to 
some extent, his own deeply-felt beliefs in such intuitive experiences of the 
islanders. Synge may have a perspective similar to that of Evans-Wentz 
who has made a careful personal investigation of the survivmg Cehic fairy-
Faith by living for many months with and among the people who preserve 
it: 
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These experiences of mine lead me to believe that the 
natural aspects of Celtic countries, much more than those of 
most non-Celtic countries, impress man and awaken in him 
some unfamiliar part of himself—call it the Subconscious 
Self, the Subliminal Self, the Ego, or what you will—which 
gives him an unusual power to know and to feel invisible, or 
psychical, influences. What is there, for example, in London, 
or Paris, or Berlin, or New York to awaken the intuitive power 
of man, that sub-consciousness deep-hidden in him, equal to 
the solitude of those magical environments of Nature which 
the Celts enjoy and love?... 
The great majority of men in cities are apt to pride 
themselves on their own exemption from 'superstition', and to 
smile pityingly at the poor countrymen and countrywomen 
who believe in fairies. But when they do so they forget that, 
with all their own admirable progress in material invention, 
with all the far-reaching data of their acquired science, with 
all the vast extent of their commercial and economic 
conquests, they themselves have ceased to be natural. 
(Evans-Wentz xxii) 
While dabbling in folklore, theosophy and magic Synge attended lectures 
by the Celtic mythological scholar Professor M. D'Arbois de Jubainville. In 
his first visit to the Aran Islands he was more impressed by the pre-
Christian pagan myths and folklore, the reminiscences of which were still 
evident in the speech and stories of the Aran people which one may find in 
Synge's accounts in his book length journal The Aran Islands. When Yeats 
later classified Synge as a "primary" man, he was saying that his friend's 
muse had inspired an "objective" type of drama (Stengel 163-68). 
Irish peasants are a vehicle in conveying old Celtic myths because 
they are the modem practitioners of what had existed before. As their 
beliefs are sfill the same, their counterparts in Synge's plays do justify the 
usage of old mythical beliefs and folklore of Ireland. Thus one may 
conclude that Synge has made ample use of Celtic-Irish mythology in his 
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plays with the help of his peasant characters and in doing so he has made a 
successful attempt to revive Celtic mythology. As Donna Gerstenberger 
writes, "There is nothing, that is extraneous; there is nothing that is without 
meaning in a total pattern . . ." (Gerstenberger 45) 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
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Synge's Role in Shaping the Irish National Consciousness: 
A Question on the Round Table 
"J. M. Synge and the Pitfalls of (Irish) National Consciousness"^^ 
In the present study, 'national consciousness' is understood in terms of 
describing the beliefs of a group of people about their country and life; how 
they perceive things about their culture, religion, patriotism/rebelliousness 
and how they tend to believe that the majority of people see things in the 
same way as they do. National consciousness is supposedly a perception 
shared by a large group of people in a country due to the commonly held 
beliefs. 
In social psychology, there is a perspective of 'role theory,' which 
considers most human activities to be the acting out of socially defined 
categories or roles e.g., mother, manager, teacher, by the 'actors'— 
individuals to whom roles have been assigned. By considering the 'role' 
perspective, the present chapter explores the socio- political, ideological and 
psychological factors responsible for the construction of Irish national 
identity and Irish national consciousness through an analysis of J. M. 
Synge's major plays. First, the social significance of his plays is examined 
'^'The heading has been taken from the title of Paul Murphy's article "J. M. 
Synge and the Pitfalls of National Consciousness". Theatre Research 
International, 28 (26 June 2003): 125-142. Pubhshed online: Cambridge 
UP. 
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through the examples of The Irish National Theatre^^ and Irish society's 
mutually-affective relationship and the non-receptiveness of Synge's 
dramas by the Irish audience. The analysis then identifies the importance of 
different storylines in Synge's major plays through which he has tried to 
position national Irish identity. The study also focuses to identify that 
Synge, through his dramas, has made an attempt to bring in a new wave of 
modernisation in Ireland which can be achieved by returning to native Irish 
traditions. 
By looking at the ways in which storylines, processes of national 
consciousness formation, and pre-defmed social identity interact within 
each play, the present study investigates to give an understandmg of how 
different positioning statements co-exist in the Irish national consciousness 
and how Synge has played a significant role in its construction by 
portraying 'primitive' islanders taking stands against the set social norms to 
attain suitable positions for their survival. 
Here, an attempt has been made to exemplify few important factors 
about Irish people, their roles and positions in the Irish society, and the 
'roles' assigned to their counterparts in Synge's plays. How these factors 
are integral to a nation's ideological image and how truly they contribute to 
" The first major theatrical movement of the twentieth century originated in 
Dublin with the Irish Literary Theatre (1899- 1902), founded by W. B. 
Yeats, A. Gregory, G. Moore and Edward Martyn. The Irish National 
Theatre (1902- 04), the renamed theatre, maintained a permanent all-Irish 
company. Then, the theatre was renamed again as The Abbey Theatre (since 
1904) after it had moved to a building of that name. 
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the construction of national consciousness among Irish people— has been 
explained in the present chapter. 
All the major plays by J.M. Synge have at least one such factor in 
them which triggered the Irish national consciousness in the past. However, 
the focus of the present study will be on two major plays by Synge: The 
Playboy of the Western World (cited henceforth as Playboy) and The 
Shadow of the Glen (cited henceforth as Shadow). The stage performances 
of Synge's plays from their very beginning played a pivotal role in building 
up the traditional, cultural and religious consciousness among Irish 
audience. When these plays were first staged in Ireland, even a single 
immoral gesture made by any of Synge's characters (who were supposed to 
represent true Irish people) exceeded the Irish audience's acceptance limits; 
because the prime goal of the Abbey group was to promote those plays 
which could speak positively for the Irish people and stir their quest for 
independent statehood. 
John Millington Synge first took a trip to the Aran Islands in 1898 
and stayed there the following five summers. There, he minutely observed 
the islanders and gained much inspiration from their everyday life. In his 
book The Aran Islands, Synge has highlighted the 'primitiveness' of the 
Aran people according to his own experiences on these islands. In the 
introduction to The Aran Islands, Synge refers to the islanders as "natural" 
people and insists of that he "invent[ed] nothing . . . chang[ed] nothing 
essential (xii)" in his descriptions of them. 
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The Irish social life, from ancient times: 
. . . was of slow and methodical growth and development ; 
duly subordinated from the highest grades of people to the 
lowest ; with clearly-defmed ranks, professions, trades, and 
industries; and in general with those various pursuits and 
institutions found in every well-ordered community : a society 
compacted and held together by an all embracing system of 
laws and customs, long established and universally recognised 
. . . . that the ancient Irish were as well advanced in 
civilisation, as orderly, and as regular, as the people of those 
other European countries of the same period that— like 
Ireland— had a proper settled government;. . . 
(Joyce, A Smaller Social History vi) 
At that time, indicates Robert Tracy in The Unappeasable Host: Studies in 
Irish Identities, the Anglo-Irish tended to hold a negative view of the Irish 
people; to the Anglo-Irish, "the Irish were a quarrelsome and degenerate 
race, revolutionary in politics, reactionary in religion, lacking the saving 
virtues of industry, thrift, and steadiness" (137). Synge, being an Anglo-
Irish himself, tried to overturn this view by presenting his characters as 
simple, humble and industrious people. Their life in the stark and barren 
Aran Islands is full of hardships and the sea plays the role of a destroyer 
and preserver. They stand up to their fate with great courage and tenacity. 
It must be stressed that there was no sentimental or 
nationalistic urge in this adoption of the Aran people. It was 
not because they were Irish or because they were poor that 
Synge loved and admired them. It was because, after a long 
and scientific search throughout Europe, he recognized in 
them and in their way of life the most primitive and the most 
perfect form of existence. They lived in what Yeats described 
as 'the orgiastic moment when life outleaps its limits.' 
(Hederman 54-60) 
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In Modernism and the Celtic Revival, Gregory Castle insists that Synge 
desired to "redeem the Irish peasant culture by idealizing or essentializing 
its 'primitive' social conditions" (3). 
The present investigation is intended to study whether Synge went 
too far in 'idealizing' the primitive world of the Irish islanders or portrayed 
his characters truly after the Irish peasants as they were, as their day-to-day 
life was, and as they followed the ancient Celtic rituals and beliefs. Whether 
Synge only trusted the 'freedom of the artist' without paying much heed to 
the future consequences he might face due to the reaction of the target 
audience or else he simply followed the truth, and used only those practises 
of the peasants which appealed to him most during his Aran visits, to 
honestly revive the feeling of true 'Irishness'. 
Synge's Plays and the Irish National Identity 
Historically, nationhood has been described as something inherent in a 
region, meaning that its establishment is both natural and inevitable. 
However, contemporary theorists argue that there is nothing 'natural' about 
nationhood; rather, a nation is an "imagined community" (Anderson xi) 
constructed by its people and by other nations. Horace Romano Harre, 
known widely as Rom Harre, is a distinguished philosopher and 
psychologist of Western Philosophy in New Zealand. He, in his 
introduction—"Ways of Being" to his book Social Being, describes 'self as 
. . . location, not a substance or an attribute. The sense of self 
is the sense of being located at a point in space, of having a 
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perspective in time and of having a variety of positions in 
local moral orders. The central thesis of this study is that 
human beings become persons by acquiring a sense of self 
But that can only occur in social milieu in which they are 
already treated as persons by the others of their family and 
tribe. (4) 
National identity formation presumably involves some type of collective 
action. Therefore, the processes involved in identity formation follow 
patterns that are used by groups in general to define themselves. One way of 
looking at group identity is that there is a "content dimension" and a "value 
dimension" (Breakwell and Lyons 34). When discussing national identity 
specifically, the "content dimension" includes beliefs, attitudes, and 
attributes that are either "created by the native population or absorbed from 
neighbouring groups" (Breakwell and Lyons 34). Psychologists have 
labelled this process of absorption "internal colonialism" (Taylor 79). The 
"value" component of group identity consists of perceptions of those self-
ascribed or adopted characteristics ( Breakwell and Lyons 34-35). One 
important way by which the content and value of a nation's identity is 
'imagined,' is through culture. This is particularly true for Ireland whose 
ability to win independence from the British Empire in the early twentieth 
century is often attributed to "cultural nationalism" (Benson 207). 
Nationalists from that time rallied behind organizations, such as The Gaelic 
League''^ because in the latter part of the nineteenth century there was a 
^^ 'The Gaelic League' or 'Conradh na Gaeilge' was founded in Dublin on 
31 July 1893 by Douglas Hyde with the help of Eugene O'Growney, Eoin 
MacNeill, Thomas O'Neill Russell and others with the aim of restoring the 
Irish language. The organisation was developed from Ulick Bourke's earlier 
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renewed interest in the Irish language. Many writers and scholars felt that 
the Irish language was very important for maintaining an Irish identity. Irish 
nationalists realised the mutually affective relationship that existed between 
society and culture and they exploited it by using Irish culture, celebrating 
Irish sports, language, music, art, and tradition to establish Ireland's 
distinctiveness from its British neighbour. 
Ireland is an interesting case study of national identity formation 
because its identity is so closely tied up with that of its coloniser, Great 
Britain, that comparison and its resulting course of action is inevitable. The 
uncertainty in the Irish consciousness that stems from these constant 
comparisons accounts for the difficulty of articulating a clearly-defined 
Irish identity. 
One essential component of a nation's culture is language. The 
relationship between national identity and literature is very strong in Ireland 
because of Great Britain's aggressive Anglicisation of the Irish native 
tongue. Due to the importance of language to a nation's literary canon, the 
written word has also been identified as a key component of national 
identity formation. The importance of using literature to access national 
identity cannot be ignored. Irish writers, particularly J.M. Synge through his 
plays, tried to represent the Irish national identity with an authenticity by 
using the Irish English. Synge's plays were subtle yet powerful medium to 
analyse Irish identity because they were performance-based and were meant 
Gaelic Union and became the leading institution promoting the Gaelic 
Revival, carrying on efforts like the publishing of the Gaelic Journal. 
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to be experienced by an audience as opposed to other forms of literature. 
The group dynamics involved in drama and the group processes of national 
identity formation, complement one another and make two different 
disciplines, psychology and literature, complementary to each other. Irish 
drama by Synge, is a combination of the written word and oral 
perfomiance, both in the vernacular. It makes drama, one of the most 
formative literary genres for attaining a true sense of Irish national identity. 
The Abbey was fortunate in having Synge as a key member, as he 
was then considered one of the foremost English-language dramatists. The 
theatre staged many plays by eminent or soon-to-be eminent authors, 
including Yeats, Lady Gregory, and George Moore. Many of these authors 
served on the board, and it was during this time that the Abbey gained its 
reputation as a writers' theatre. The new Abbey Theatre found great popular 
success, and large crowds attended many of its productions. But the 
Abbey's fortunes worsened in January 1907 when the opening of Synge's 
Playboy resulted in civil disturbance. The troubles (since known as the 
'Playboy Riots') were encouraged, in part, by nationalists who believed that 
the theatre was insufficiently political. The nationalists also took offence at 
Synge's use of the word 'shift,' as it was known at the time as a symbol 
representing adultery, and hence was seen as a slight on the virtue of Irish 
womanhood (Price 15, 25). The theatre's decision to call in the police 
further roused anger of the nationalists. Although press opinion soon turned 
asainst the rioters and the protests faded, but till then, the management of 
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the Abbey was shaken. They chose not to stage Synge's next—and last 
completed—play, The Tinker's Wedding (1908), for fear of further 
disturbances. 
Since a literary work, when undertaken for analysis, should be a 
"socially meaningful and significant performance" (Moghaddam and Harre 
6), we must talk about the two major plays by Synge, Playboy and Shadow. 
These two were Synge's main plays and caused much stir and uproar during 
their stage-performances and thus triggered the Irish national consciousness 
of the audience. 
The Irish audience's negating attitude towards Synge's plays found 
strong grounds when they claimed that Synge had assigned inappropriate 
roles to his actors by suggesting that he had modelled his characters after 
the Irish peasants. According to them, the Irish people were wrongly 
presented in his plays. One may notice that on many occasions Synge has 
directly highlighted the flaws of few religious practitioners who are 
supposed to be moral and just (for example the priest in the play The 
Tinker's Wedding) and sometimes elevated a 'liar' like Christy, who in 
Playboy 'murdered' his father, to the stature of a 'hero'. This kind of role 
playing was not acceptable in traditional Irish society. Although, according 
to his famous travelogue The Aran Islands, Synge's characters are 
portrayed after the Aran people flaunting true Irish colours yet the audience 
was not of a mindset to accept Irish islanders gefting involved in all those 
actions. The Irish National Theatre was supposed to glorify the Irish culture 
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and Irish manners. The mission of W.B. Yeats, Lady Gregory, and Edward 
Martyn behind its estabhshment is stated below: 
We hope to find in Ireland an uncorrupted and imaginative 
audience trained to listen by its passion for oratory, and 
believe that our desire to bring upon the stage the deeper 
thoughts and emotions of Ireland will ensure for us a tolerant 
welcome. (Harrington ix) 
The storylines of Synge's Playboy and Shadow did more harm than good to 
the theatre's reputation because the audience took this kind of character 
portrayal as an insult to the Irish society. The Irish nationalists got 
infuriated and their nationalism took form of the aggressive non-reception 
of Synge's plays. Their major concern was that the negative portrayal of 
Ireland during that sensitive period undermined their fight for independence 
and international respect. 
But, as we know that the Irish Literary Theatre was supposed to 
bring about change in Ireland through the stage, J. M. Synge's plays too, 
brought in a new wave of changing trends against British colonialism. His 
plays were indeed different from what was expected, but he sincerely 
worked for the revival of ancient Irish culture. The present chapter will 
throw further light on how Synge's dramas were actually 'misunderstood' 
by the audience of his time though in reality, his plays were full of 
appreciation of the Irish past. 
The audience of Synge's dramas was kind of a 'group' which turned 
against Synge's plays because its expectations could not be fulfilled with 
regard to the pre-specified role play within Irish social context. To 
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understand group formation in a social context, one has to understand the 
key-issues of 'role' perspective. A group is made up of people and 
inevitably, all individuals have their roles to play in a social setting. Each 
social role is a set of rights, duties, expectations, norms and behaviours that 
a person has to face and fulfil. The model is based on the observation that 
people behave in a predictable way, and that an individual's behaviour is 
context specific, based on social position and other factors. The theatre is a 
metaphor often used to describe 'role' perspective. Social roles include 
"appropriate' and 'permitted' forms of behaviour, guided by social norms, 
which are commonly known and hence determine expectations. When 
individuals approve of a social role (i.e., they consider the role 'legitimate' 
and 'constructive'), they conform to 'role' norms, and punish those who 
violate them. Thus, a role can be defined as a social behaviour associated 
with a social position. Theorists have put forward the idea that roles are 
essentially expectations about how an individual ought to behave in a given 
situation. The proper execution of this role play is essential to a country 
people's national consciousness and this is also the case with Irish national 
consciousness. 
In sociology there are different categories of social roles: 
i. Cultural roles e.g., priest, 
ii. Social differentiation e.g., teacher, taxi driver, 
iii. Situation-specific roles e.g., eye witness, 
iv. Bio-sociological roles as human in a natural system. 
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V. Gender roles: as a man, woman, mother, father, etc. 
These roles are continuously assigned to a group of people (generally) 
belonging to one nationality and their mode of behaving gets settled in their 
unconscious psyche. They, in turn influence the ideology of people and 
with the course of time, if exaggerated, become stereotyped roles. In 
Synge's Shadow Nora does not blindly follow the stereotyped role of a 
simple, humble Irish wife who keeps on bearing the burden of her loveless 
marriage quietly and finally takes a step forward to move out of her 
husband's house. As this action of hers falls into the 'immoral' category of 
the Irish stereotyped role model, so it becomes an offence to the social 
structure. The reaction of the audience can be considered as being 'natural'. 
But while assessing Synge's portrayal of an Irish woman, we must not 
forget that in real life people have to face different social roles at the same 
time in different social situations. There is an evolution of social roles: 
some disappear and some new develop. Role behaviour may be influenced 
by the following factors: 
i. The norms, determining a social situation, 
ii. Internal and external expectations which are connected to a social 
role, 
iii. Social sanctions and rewards which determine and influence role 
behaviour. 
These three aspects are used to evaluate one's own behaviour and the 
behaviour of other people. Norms of behaviour are a set of behavioural 
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patterns usually used by the group members and in case of any deviation, 
negative sanctions naturally follow. According to Moghaddam and Taylor 
in their book Theories of Intergroup Relations, there are three possible 
responses involving either individual (micro) or group (macro) action. First, 
the individual could choose to leave or "exit" the group. Second, the 
individual could compensate for the group's inadequacy by finding ways in 
which he is better than fellow group members by comparison. Finally, the 
individual could inspire collective change in which he finds a way to 
improve the group's status as a whole. 
A common by-product of identity construction around society's 
cultural elements is national stereotypes. Billig in Nationalism as an 
International Ideology: Imagining the Nation, Others and the World of 
Nations mentions that these stereotypes can fuel nationalistic efforts granted 
that they "glorify the ingroup and which posit outgroups as despised 
enemies'" (Billig 186). The Republic of Ireland relied heavily on these 
stereotypes to unify its people and achieve independence in the early 
twentieth century. However, over time, these stereotypes began to annoy 
many of the Republic's citizens because certain characteristics belonging to 
them were so exaggerated that they began to be considered more orthodox 
than authentic. 
As far as the major characters of Synge's plays are concerned, one 
may notice that though all of them belong to the rural peasant class or 
'group' of Ireland, yet their behavioural patterns are not stereotypical. They 
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turn into different personalities by the end of each play and exude a non-
traditional aspect of their identity which is, in a way, 'modern.' Even in 
Synge's Riders to the Sea, Maurya, in the end, does not remain a 
stereotyped rural woman who keeps on crying for the death of her only 
surviving son. Instead, she turns into a woman displaying courage, fortitude 
and an understanding of the realities of life when she says, "No man at all 
can be living forever, and we must be satisfied (Synge, Collected Plays 
50)". In The Well of the Saints too, Martin and Mary Doul transform from 
the simple rustic beggars to the people who 'exist' and enjoy a right to 
decide their own ways to lead life. They dare to deny the saint and throw 
away the can of holy water before his eyes. The Tinker's Wedding also, 
serves as an example when we see that all the characters move far beyond 
their set roles and not only beat the all powerful priest but also tie him in a 
sack. Synge's characters do come out the four walls of the set social roles 
and norms, but there are certain situations which compel them to behave in 
this way. This was unbearable for the people watching his plays' 
performance especially the case of Nora Burke in Shadow and Christy 
Mahon in Playboy. Nora chose to live with a tramp seeking separation from 
her husband while Christy 'killed' his father to avoid his tyranny. 
Now, one encounters the problem which lies within 'role theory'. It 
also has certain limitations. It does not and cannot explain how role 
expectations came to be what they are and when and how role expectations 
change. 'Role theory' cannot explain a social deviance when it does not 
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correspond to a pre-specified role. In this way, the 'pre-specified' role of an 
Irish woman and Irish people in general, which was already set in Irish 
audience's ideology and their unconscious psyche at the time of watching 
stage performances of Synge's plays, resulted in their aggressive reaction. 
Roles, in practical life can change according to the given situation and the 
temperament of an individual and the same happened with Synge's 
characters in his plays. Christy and Nora, both had two choices: either to 
bear the torturous life staying with their family members (Christy's father 
and Nora's husband), or else reject their tyranny and live their life as they 
wished. 
An anonymous reviewer of The Irish Times once said that, another 
play attacking this institution "in some other way" would have been 
tolerated, if not welcomed: "Mr. Synge has distinct power, both in irony 
and in dialogue, but surely he could display them better in showing in some 
other way—the way that should above all cast no slur on Irish 
womanhood—the wrong of mercenary Marriage (qtd. in Greene and 
Stephens 158)." The problem, therefore, rested not upon the staging of 
social commentary but upon a type of commentary that 'cast [a] slur on 
Irish womanhood'. The nature of the 'slur' itself becomes apparent when 
Griffith writes: 
. . . Mr. Synge's mode of attack is not one to be commended. . 
. . Man and woman in rural Ireland, according to Mr. Synge, 
marry lacking love, and, as a consequence, the woman proves 
unfaithful. Mr. Synge never found that in Irish life. Men and 
women in Ireland marry lacking love, and live mostly in a dull 
level of amity. Sometimes they do not— sometimes the 
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woman lives in bitterness—sometimes she dies of a broken 
heart—but she does not go away with the Tramp. 
(Hogan and Kilroy 79) 
What cannot be tolerated in Griffith's brand of Irish nationahsm is any 
physical transgression against the domestic space—love can be absent but, 
above all else, the peasant woman must 'not go away with the Tramp'. 
Playboy and the Irhh-Self 
Playboy is John Millington Synge's best known play and certainly his most 
controversial one. It tells the story of Christy Mahon, a man who earns a lot 
admiration when he confesses that he murdered his father, but loses his 
popularity when he finds out that his father is still alive. At its premiere in 
1907 at Dublin's Abbey Theatre the audience rioted against the play's 
portrayal of the Irish peasantry. During Playboy'^ first production and 
subsequent early performances many people associated with the Abbey 
explained the controversy as being pathefic and ludicrous. "Audiences 
broke up in disorder at the word shift," (Gregory 67) was Lady Gregory's 
explanation of the reaction to the play's premiere. Her verdict has set the 
tone for most accounts of these early audiences and their reception of the 
play ever since, spirited attacks on prudish, lower middle-class philistinism 
giving way in recent years to bemused tolerance for a sort of low comedy 
from the audience (Kenner 34-61). 
W.B. Yeats, in his book J. M. Synge and the Ireland of His Time, has 
recorded what took place in the Abbey Theatre Company as a reaction to 
Synge's plays. 
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On Saturday, January 26, 1907, I was lecturing in Aberdeen, 
and when my lecture was over I was given a telegram which 
said, 'Play great success.' It had been sent from Dublin after 
the second act of 'The Playboy of the Western World,' then 
being performed for the first time. After one in the morning, 
my host brought to my bedroom this second telegram, 
'Audience broke up in disorder at the word shift.' I knew no 
more until I got the Dublin papers on my way from Belfast to 
Dublin on Tuesday morning. On the Monday night no words 
of the play had been heard. About forty young men had sat in 
the front seats of the pit, and stamped and shouted and blown 
trumpets from the rise to the fall of the curtain. On the 
Tuesday night also the forty young men were there. They 
wished to silence what they considered a slander upon 
Ireland's womanhood. Irish women would never sleep under 
the same roof with a young man without a chaperon, nor 
admire a murderer, nor use a word like 'shift'; nor could 
anyone recognise the country men and women of Davis and 
Kickham in these poetical, violent, grotesque persons, who 
used the name of God so freely, and spoke of all things that hit 
their fancy. (Yeats 146-147) 
Inspired by his close observations of the inhabitants of the Aran Islands off 
the western coast of Ireland, Synge based the play on a historical incident 
but it caused riots during its opening week in Dublin in 1907. His realistic 
yet poetic depiction of that incident and the manners and mores of Irish life 
angered many who thought the play indecent and guilty of promoting 
negative stereotypes. Critical acclaim, however, has grown over the years to 
the point where it is now regarded as the masterpiece of one of the most 
highly regarded Irish playwrights in the modern age. 
The play focuses on the reception given to Christy Mahon as he 
wanders into a small Irish village, declaring that he has just murdered his 
father. The villagers initially embrace Christy, determining that his 
courageous act has made him the 'playboy' of the 'western world'. Their 
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image of him, however, changes with the development of the plot. In his 
depiction of the interaction between Christy and the villagers, and 
especially of the relationship between Christy and Pegeen Flaherty, an 
attractive, strong-willed, young local woman, Synge explores the effects of 
social conventions and celebrates the power of the imagination. 
The Playboy of the Western World entered the world of 
politics in 1907. Not one word of the play was heard. About 
forty young men sat in the front seats of the pit and stamped 
and shouted and blew trumpets from the rise of the curtain to 
its fall. They wished to silence what they considered to be a 
slander upon Ireland's womanhood. John Millington Synge 
was certainly shaken by the Playboy riot. He was confused 
and excited on the first night. He did not know what to do. It 
make him sick for many days. (Hederman 54) 
A number of contradictions and confusions exist so far as play, audience, 
and reception are concerned. What kind of drama did Synge intend? Should 
one read Playboy as a symbolic or realistic drama, or a combination of the 
two? Is it "extravagance" (Bretherton 322), fantasy, or a faithful dramatic 
rendering drawn from Synge's country sketches such as The Aran Islands! 
These questions contribute, after all, to the Irish national consciousness 
because the audience and the Abbey's founders naturally expected, 'The 
Irish National Theatre,' to live up to its name. The next question is: was 
Synge actually writing a drama for the Irish National Theatre? The present 
study attempts to answer this question in the affirmative. Synge's answer to 
his critics was a reversal of their accusation against him that Synge did not 
know the people of Ireland. Synge's answer showed that he did not write 
the play. It was the people of Ireland who were its essential author. For this 
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reason, he could not allow himself to change even a single word of the play 
he had composed. 
In writing THE PLAYBOY OF THE WESTERN WORLD, as 
in my other plays, I have used one or two words only that I 
have not heard among the country people of Ireland, or 
spoken in my own nursery before I could read the newspapers. 
A certain number of the phrases I employ I have heard also 
from herds and fishermen along the coast from Kerry to 
Mayo, or from beggar-women and ballad-singers nearer 
Dublin ; and I am glad to acknowledge how much I owe to the 
folk imagination of these fine people. Anyone who has lived 
in real intimacy with the Irish peasantry will know that the 
wildest sayings and ideas in this play are tame indeed, 
compared with the fancies one may hear in any little hillside 
cabin in Geesala, or Carraroe, or Dingle Bay. All art is a 
collaboration ; and there is little doubt that in the happy ages 
of literature, striking and beautiful phrases were as ready to 
the story-teller's or the play-Wright's hand, as the rich cloaks 
and dresses of his time. It is probable that when the 
Elizabethan dramatist took his ink-horn and sat down to his 
work he used many phrases that he had just heard, as he sat at 
dinner, from his mother or his children. In Ireland, those of us 
who know the people have the same privilege. When I was 
writing The Shadow of the Glen, some years ago, I got m'ore 
aid than any learning could have given me from a chink in the 
floor of the old Wicklow house where I was staying, that let 
me hear what was being said by the servant girls in the 
kitchen. This matter, I think, is of importance, for in countries 
where the imagination of the people, and the language they 
use, is rich and living, it is possible for a writer to be rich and 
copious in his words, and at the same time to give the reality, 
which is the root of all poetry, in a comprehensive and natural 
form. (Synge, Plays 183-184) 
In Playboy, Synge had remodelled a scene in the life of Cuchulainn, the 
mythical Irish hero. In the epic, the hero underwent a 'battle rage' after 
fighting, which so terrified his comrades that they would not permit him to 
re-enter the city of Emain Macha. Eventually, they solved the problem in a 
different way: three fifty virgins were sent naked across the plain of Macha, 
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walking towards the hero. Being a bashful lad. he blushed, bowed low, and, 
so the manuscripts say, with that his battle rage left him. But this scene 
turns against Synge's playboy— Christy. Rage turned to riot when Christy 
voiced his love for the publican's daughter Pegeen: "It's Pegeen I'm 
seeking only and what'd I care if you brought me a drift of chosen females, 
standing in their shifts itself maybe, from this place to the Eastern World. . . 
" (Synge, Plays 286). Synge had clad the maidens of Mayo in shifts, 
presumably to mollify stern moralists among his Abbey audience. But 
despite all this, the very thought of sending scantily clad females to Christy, 
became even more inflammatory to the male puritans than one who is 
wholly naked. The similarity to a story from Lady Gregory's Cuchulain of 
Muirthernne is unmistakable: the people were so frightened of Cuchulain's 
battle madness that they "sent out three fifties of the women . . . red-naked 
to meet him. When the boy saw them coning there was shame on him . . . 
and the wildness went out of him" (Gregory 21). A similar parallel presents 
itself in Christy's borrowing a suit to participate in the local games; 
Cuchulainn wins the Championship of Ulster in a borrowed suit of armour. 
The three prizes Christy wins, a blackthorn, a fiddle, and a bagpipe, evoke 
the three titles bestowed on Cuchulainn at the Championship of Ulster—the 
head of warriors (symbolised by the blackthorn), the head of poets 
(symbolised by a fiddle played by the poets), and the head of musicians (the 
bagpipe). 
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Most critics today move on from the controversy to the play itself. 
The controversy has its background and origin in 'the minds of the 
beholder,' the audience, and in the play itself Synge chose to present it 
before a group of Dubliners, 
. . . most of them Catholic, most of them lower middle-class, 
whose prejudices and opinions were bound to clash with those 
of the author, an upper middle-class Protestant and scion of 
the landed gentry and Evangelical clergy. (Bretherton 322) 
Playboy has come up as an unintentional blow for the freedom of Irish 
writers nine years before Ireland herself was to strive for freedom on the 
political front. 
The unfavorable reception given the play by those early 
audiences was on account, it is usually claimed, of its 
antinational, antipopular bias. The play made fun of Irish 
people, specifically Irish countrymen and women. Why, then, 
should an urban audience take exception to that aspect of the 
play?' In any event, Synge's reply, seconded by his defenders, 
that he was taking aesthetic liberties in order to create "an 
extravagance" contradicts his prior claim to be merely 
eavesdropping on his subjects. (Bretherton 322-323) 
To begin with the play itself, the first point contributing to the Irish national 
consciousness is the main character's name and its meaning for the play. As 
to the playboy, Christy Mahon, there can be little doubt that he is meant to 
represent and remind us of some aspects of Christ, that his entry into a 
community, symbolic apotheoses or deification, and rejection by that 
community followed by his own leave-taking, echoes the progress of Christ 
on earth. Whether we approach all this seriously or emphasize the comic 
elements of the play, treating Christy as a "mock Christ", it definitely had 
its consequences. Most of the people in the audience were Catholic and 
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could not accept a sinner to have a name similar to that of Jesus Christ. 
They might have taken it as an intentional blow to their religion as Synge 
was a non-believer in Christianity. The serious as opposed to the mock 
Christy is seen as "one example of many in an Anglo-Irish tradition of 
rejected and betrayed would-be delivery from political or even spiritual 
oppression . . . a messiah-like figure bearing a new dispensation"(Sultan 
54). The figure which would come to mind most vividly at the time of the 
Playboy's premiere was Pamell. Those who see in Christy "a parody of 
Christ rather than a reflection of him,"' such as Robin Skelton, maintain that 
societies get the leaders they deserve, and this particular Mayo village 
wanted and got someone who could be compared with "Daneen Sullivan 
[who] knocked the eye from a peeler" and "Marcus Quin who told stories of 
holy Ireland till he'd have the old women shedding down tears about their 
feef (Skelton 60). 
The scared, rabbit-like fugitive that creeps into Michael James's pub 
is transformed in the course of the play into someone quite different. How 
this transformation occurs in Christy is dealt by Patricia Meyer Spacks in an 
essay entitled The Making of the Playboy. She writes: "Certainly there is no 
question that Christy grows before our very eyes in 'The Playboy'." The 
play "presents essentially the vision of a man constructing himself (Spacks 
316). One may wonder if Christy's transformation is so completely of his 
own making. In the scene in which we learn that he has killed his father, the 
information is gradually obtained from him by Pegeen, Michael James, and 
Singh 198 
his friends. When Christy finally tells them that he killed his father, Philly 
Cullen addresses him as a 'darling fellow' and a few lines later Jimmy 
Farrell chimes in: 
JIMMY. Bravery's a treasure in a lonesome place, and a lad 
would kill his father, I'm thinking, would face a foxy divil 
with a pitchpike on the flags of hell, . . . (Synge, Plays 205) 
Of course, the reaction of the Mayo people is disturbing but is not such that 
it could not be accepted and was totally detached from the real Irish life-
style, 
. . . where questions of generational succession and 
inheritance occur, for these issues give rise to concerns that 
confuse and pull apart one's sense of familial and generational 
loyalty. The quarrel between Christy and his father was one 
that existed in virtually every Irish farming family-as the 
young heir comes of age and makes demands on the older 
generation that will send them into the west room; naturally, 
the elders will resist rather than go willingly. . . the struggle 
that actually went on within most Irish families. Christy has 
neither siblings nor a mother to complicate the issue, a fact 
that adds a touch of poignancy to his situation and further 
enhances both our sympathy for him and our condemnation of 
his father's tyrannical behaviour. (Bretherton 327) 
But whatever the case may be, Synge has portrayed Christy, well versed in 
telling story just like the folklorists do in Ireland. Christy, in reality, did not 
commit any heinous crime as we know that he simply ran away from his 
father because he wanted him to marry a widow who had suckled Christy 
when he was an infant. Yeats insisted that neither Christy, nor his 
interlocutors, nor the audiences ever thought there had been a murder, it 
was from the beginning merely "a gallons story" (Gerstenberg 50) Christy 
did not kill his father, though wounded him, and told false story in order to 
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save himself from the police. Even in this situation we see Christy's 
evaluation and his acceptance of this evaluation by himself Christy is a 
simple rustic boy but he becomes much more than that and receives hero-
like admiration from the villagers. This is further compounded with 
bravery, strength, and ease of heart. Christy's new personality, the antithesis 
of his old, is that of a 'playboy'. Christy becomes the most royal playboy in 
all Mayo. 
Then, the second point which builds up the national consciousness is 
the atmosphere of colonialism in Ireland. How could Pegeen and others 
provide Christy with shelter and a job? The elements of democracy and 
liberality, as opposed to the real Ireland of that time are viewed in the play. 
The rules are fewer and simpler than in the everyday world and an 
atmosphere of equality and freedom prevails in some scenes of the play. For 
Christy, there was an escape from the heavy hand of the English law in 
Michael James's pub. As a murderer, he was free from the police (that 
constantly serves as a fear-factor in the background). The same thing may 
be talked about the other great pillar of the real world, the Church, for 
example the usage of the phrases like "the bishops" and the "Court of 
Rome," (Synge, Plays 189) and personified in the play by the all-knowing 
Father Reilly who, like the peelers, has an ominous offstage presence that 
threatens to burst into the pub at any moment and the destruction of the 
grand illusion. By creating this atmosphere Synge gives us a glimpse of 
independence and home rule of the 'primitive' and the 'Irish' Ireland where 
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natives can breathe without fear of the lurking suppression by others. But it 
does not mean that Ireland did not believe in a law system that punished 
culprits. Ireland, since primitive times had her own law system known as 
"Brehon Law." 
In Ireland a judge was called a brehon, whence the native Irish 
law is commonly known as the "Brehon Law": but its proper 
designation is Fenechas, i.e. the law of the Peine or Fene, or 
free land-tillers. The brehons had absolutely in their hands the 
interpretation of the laws and the application of them to 
individual cases. . . . The brehons had collections of laws in 
volumes or tracts, all in the Irish language, by which they 
regulated their judgments, and which those of them who kept 
law-schools expounded to their scholars ; each tract treating of 
one subject or one group of subjects. . . . The Brehon Law was 
vehemently condemned by English writers ; and in several 
acts of parliament it was made treason for the English settlers 
to use it. (Joyce, A Smaller Social History 71-76) 
When one claims that the pub scene in Synge's Playboy, which shows some 
Irish people accepting a murderer and providing him with a job, is a stigma 
on Irish identity, then it becomes all the more necessary to talk about the 
psychological condition of the people (portrayed by Synge in the pub scene) 
who first discuss about Christy's crime and seemingly protect him from the 
police. A segment from the conversation that takes place in Michael James 
Flaherty's 'shebeen,' clearly justifies the shocked and surprising outlook of 
these people as if they had never earlier heard about such a deed where a 
son has killed his father. To a great extent they could imagine that Christy's 
crime was some kind of "larceny" or theft (Synge, Plays 198). These Irish 
natives considered punishment by British law much worse than what the 
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criminal deserves. They considered their own law system well-suited for 
their countrymen. 
MICHAEL {going after him). Is it yourself is fearing the 
polls? You're wanting, maybe ? 
CHRISTY. There's many wanting. 
MICHAEL. Many, surely, with the broken harvest and the 
ended wars. {He picks up some stockings, etc., that are 
near the Jire, and carries them away furtively.) It should 
be larceny, I'm thinking ? 
CHRISTY {dolefully). I had it in my mind it was a different 
word and a bigger. (Synge, Plays 198) 
Then Christy tells them that he is the son of a prosperous farmer and does 
not need to steal anything. 
MICHAEL {impressed). If it's not stealing, it's maybe 
something big. 
CHRISTY {flattered). Aye ; it's maybe something big. 
JIMMY. He's a wicked-looking young fellow. Maybe he 
followed after a young woman on a lonesome night. 
CHRISTY {shocked). Oh, the saints forbid, mister; I was all 
times a decent lad. 
PHILLY {turning on Jimmy). You're a silly man, Jimmy 
Farrell. He said his father was a farmer a while since, and 
there's himself now in a poor state. Maybe the land was 
grabbed from him, and he did what any decent man would 
do. (Synge,/'/flj^ 199-200) 
In the above mentioned words of Philly we notice the disdainful expression 
of an Irish native who believes that one's land can be snatched away by 
force anytime under the British rule. This dialogue further highlights 
Synge's attempt to show unity among the Irishmen and their love for their 
country and countrymen especially when Philly compares Christy with any 
"decenf' man (Synge, Plays 200). 
MICHAEL {to Christy, mysteriously). Was it bailiffs? 
CHRISTY. The divil a one. 
MICHAEL. Agents ? 
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CHRISTY. The divil a one. 
MICHAEL. Landlords ? 
CHRISTY {peevishly). Ah, not at all, I'm saying. You'd see 
the like of them stories on any little paper of a Munster 
town. But I'm not calling to mind any person, gentle, 
simple, judge or jury, did the like of me. 
They all draw nearer with delighted curiosity. . . . 
PHILLY. Maybe he went fighting for the Boers, the like of 
the man beyond, was judged to be hanged, quartered, and 
drawn. Were you off east, young fellow, fighting bloody 
wars for Kruger and the freedom of the Boers ? 
CHRISTY. I never left my own parish till Tuesday was a 
week. (Synge, Plays 200) 
Pegeen calls murder 'bad' and 'nasty' and others shockingly accept murder 
as a deed worth 'hanging'. 
PEGEEN (coming from counter). He's done nothing, so. (To 
Christy) If you didn't commit murder or a bad, nasty 
thing; or false coining, or robbery, or butchery, or the like 
of them, there isn't anything that would be worth your 
troubling for to run from now. You did nothing at all. 
CHRISTY (his feelings hurt). That's an unkindly thing to be 
saying to a poor orphaned traveller, has a prison behind 
him, and hanging before, and hell's gap gaping below. 
PEGEEN (with a sign to the men to be quiet).You're only 
saying it. You did nothing at all. A soft lad the like of you 
wouldn't slit the windpipe of a screeching sow. 
CHRISTY (offended). You're not speaking the truth. 
PEGEEN (in mock rage). Not speaking the truth, is it ? Would 
you have me knock the head of you with the butt of the 
broom ? 
CHRISTY (twisting round on her with a sharp cry of horror). 
Don't strike me. I killed my poor father, Tuesday was a 
week, for doing the like of that. 
PEGEEN (with blank amazement). Is it killed your father ? 
CHRISTY (subsiding). With the help of God I did, surely, and 
that the Holy Immaculate Mother may intercede for his 
soul. 
PHILLY (retreating with Jimmy). There's a daring fellow. 
IIMMY. Oh, glory be to God ! 
MICHAEL (with great respect). That was a hanging crime, 
mister honey. You should have had good reason for doing 
the like of that. (Synge, Plays 200-202) 
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From the above quoted dialogue, it is clear that nobody liked Christy's deed 
as such but due to the gradual development of the argument, Christy started 
creating a story around his crime to prove that he was "wanted" by the 
police not for any small deed, but for murder. The way he entered in the 
pub, his first impression on everyone around (especially on Pegeen) was of 
a 'soft lad' and just to prove his masculinity he converted his small act of 
hitting his father into a murder. Others also, in the flow of conversation, 
started thinking that killing someone is not a small thing and a person who 
has killed his father, must be a daring fellow. They did not hand over 
Christy to the police because he committed this crime, actually, to move 
away from the clutches of his tyrannical father. One may assume that in the 
unconscious psyche of the Irish people, they were willing to get rid of the 
tyranny of British rule. As Christy was one of those very few Irish people, 
who at least had the courage to take action against something they did not 
accept, turned Christy into a hero in the eyes of the people who could do 
nothing for their freedom and Christy became the "only Playboy of the 
Western World" (Synge, Plays 293). 
We have good reason to believe that the old Irish Brehon Law was 
preferred over harsh British law by the Irish people and was very well 
suited to the society in which, and from which, it grew. This view is 
confirmed by the well-known fact that when the English settlers living 
outside adopted the Irish manners and customs, all of them, both high and 
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low. abandoned their own law and adopted the Brehon Code, to which they 
became quite as much attached as the Irish themselves. 
There was no such thing as a sentence of death passed by a 
brehon in a court of law, no matter what the crime was : it was 
always compensation ; and the brehon's business was to 
determine the amount. Capital punishment was known well 
enough, however, and practised, outside the courts of law. 
(Joyce, A Smaller Social History 89) 
The structure of Irish society also has five main classes of people from the 
king down to the slave, and the Brehon Law took cognizance of all—setting 
forth their rights, duties, and privileges. The leading, though not the sole, 
qualification to confer rank was property; the rank being, roughly speaking, 
in proportion to the amount. Under certain conditions, persons could pass 
from one class to the next above, always provided their character was 
unimpeachable. There were five main classes of people, 
i. Kings of several grades, from the king of the tuath or cantred up to 
the king of Ireland, 
ii. Nobles, which class indeed included kings, 
iii. Non-noble Freemen with property, 
iv. Non-noble Freemen without property, or with some, but not 
sufficient to place them among the class next above. 
V. The non-free classes. The first three—Kings, Nobles, non-noble 
Freemen with property—were the privileged classes; a person 
belonging to these was an aire [arra] or chief (Joyce, A Smaller 
Social History 77) 
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In very early times the brehon was regarded as a mysterious, half-inspired 
person, and a divine power kept watch over his pronouncements to punish 
him for unjust judgments:—"When the brehons deviated from the truth, 
there appeared blotches upon their cheeks" (Joyce, A Smaller Social History 
72). 
The great brehon, Morann, son of Carbery Kinncat (king of 
Ireland in the first century), wore a sin [sheen] or collar round 
his neck, which tightened when he delivered a false judgment, 
and expanded again when he delivered the true one. All this 
agrees with the whole tenor of Irish literature^ whether 
legendary, legal, or historical, which shows the great respect 
the Irish entertained for justice pure and simple according to 
law, and their horror of unjust decisions. 
(Joyce, A Smaller Social History 72) 
One may notice Synge's own account of a 'true story' behind the play in his 
book. The Aran Islands which he frequently cited in reaction to the 
criticism to defend himself It has a young man who killed his father and 
was saved from the police by the islanders: 
He often tells me about a Connaught man who killed his 
father with the blow of a spade when he was in a passion, and 
then fled to this island and threw himself on the mercy of 
some of the natives with whom he was said to be related. 
They hid him in a hole which the old man has shown me and 
kept him safe for weeks, though the police came and searched 
for him, and he could hear their boots grinding on the stones 
over his head. In spite of a reward which was offered, the 
island was incorruptible, and after much trouble the man was 
safely shipped to America. 
This impulse to protect the criminal is universal in the 
west. It seems partly due to the association between justice 
and the hated English jurisdiction, but more directly to the 
primitive feeling of these people, who are never criminals yet 
always capable of crime, that a man will not do wrong unless 
he is under the influence of a passion which is as irresponsible 
as a storm on the sea. If a man has killed his father, and is 
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already sick and broken with remorse, they can see no reason 
why he should be dragged away and killed by the law. 
Such a man, they say, will be quiet all the rest of his life, 
and if you suggest that punishment is needed as an example, 
they ask, 'Would any one kill his father if he was able to help 
it ?' (Synge, The Aran Islands 67-68) 
Representation of Nora Burke—an 'Irish' Woman in Synge's The 
Shadow of the Glen 
The issue of gender discrimination and representation of women in an 
immoral way, truly constitutes one of the major factors responsible for the 
national consciousness in any country's social structure. Despite many 
nationalists' ideological investment in the idea of popular unity and 
equality, nations are not fully devoid of the powerful construction of 
gender. Nations have historically amounted to the sanctioned 
institutionalization of gender difference. 
Synge's Shadow is frequently analysed from a feminist theoretical 
perspective and several times 'the nationalist' reaction to the play's initial 
staging is mentioned. The main character in the play is the young Nora, 
whose husband, the old farnier Dan Burke, feigns his death at the beginning 
of the play and all believe it to be true. A tramp comes to the house begging 
for food and shelter and at Nora's request he joins her for her husband's 
wake, throughout which they do not discuss the deceased but instead talk 
about the late Patch Darcy, a local shepherd whom both knew and admired. 
When Nora leaves her husband's corpse in the tramp's care to fetch 
Michael Dara, her lover-to-be, the tramp gets to know the truth from Dan 
himself that he is alive. Upon Nora and Michael's return, their conversation 
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demonstrates their different conceptions about their lives. Nora laments her 
loneliness and Michael is preoccupied with counting Nora's inheritance. 
Michael even talks to the tramp in a contemptuous way: 
MICHAEL {after looking at the tramp rather scornfully for a 
moment). That's a poor coat you have, God help you, and 
I'm thinking it's a poor tailor you are with it. 
(Synge, Plays 16) 
Dan, who sees his expectations of Nora's infidelity confirmed, rises from 
the dead and turns Nora out of the house, whereupon Michael, who was 
interested only in Nora's inheritance, refuses to stay with her. Left with no 
other option, Nora anticipates her death walking lonely on the roads and on 
this the Tramp consoles her, saying: 
TRAMP. You'll not be getting your death with myself, lady of 
the house, and I knowing all the ways a man can put 
food in his mouth. . . . We'll be going now, I'm telling 
you, and the time you'll be feeling the cold, and the 
frost, and the great rain, and the sun again, and the south 
wind blowing in the glens, you'll not be sitting up on a 
wet ditch, the way you're after sitting in this place, 
making yourself old with looking on each day, and it 
passing you by. You'll be saying one fime, "It's a grand 
evening, by the grace of God," and another time, "It's a 
wild night, God help us; but it'll pass, surely." You'll be 
saying . . . . (Synge, Plays 26) 
Thus Nora, takes a step forward and leaves both men and follows the tramp. 
But when Nora Burke leaves her husband and home, her exit disrupts not 
only the patriarchal order but, more specifically, its Irish implementation, a 
patriarchy full of nationalist tendencies. Accordingly, Shadow's initial 
performances with the Irish National Theatre Society were accompanied by 
extreme reactions: the spectators interrupted the play, strong public 
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criticism was voiced in the newspapers, and several prominent members 
withdrew from the theatre group (Hogan and Kilroy 74-85). This apparently 
innocuous play stirred up emotions which were taken as an offence to 
nationalist ideals. Arthur Griffith, a famous nationalist figure in Ireland and 
founder of Sinn Fein^'\ commented about the Irish morality saying that the 
creation of Nora Burke is a 'false' representation of Irish woman: "Mr. 
Synge—or else his play has no meaning—^places Norah Burke before us as 
a type—'a personification of an average'—and Norah Burke is a lie. It is 
not by staging a lie that we can serve Ireland or exalt Art" (qtd in Hogan 
and Kilroy 79)'*° 
From a contemporary standpoint, modem critics do not pay much 
heed to all these issues, rather to the play itself But while discussing the 
Ireland of Synge's times, we must not forget that when Synge's plays were 
first performed, the majority of people who were there among the audience 
were staunch supporters of religion and were not in a mindset to accept 
such an act against the pure institution of marriage. Synge's plays were an 
attempt to 'revive' the Gaelic past but this was the same audience that, four 
years later, "purportedly rioted when the word "shift" was mentioned 
'^^  Sinn Fein {shin-fayn) is a left wing, Irish republican political party in 
Ireland. The name is Irish for "ourselves" or "we ourselves", although it is 
frequently mistranslated as "ourselves alone". Originating in the Sinn Fein 
organisation founded in 1905 by Arthur Griffith, it took its current form in 
1970 after a split within the party. 
"^ Arthur Griffith. "All Ireland." The United Irishman, 17 October 1903, 1. 
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during Playboy, so it is not surprising that Nora's rejection of married life 
was greeted with hostility" (qtd. in Gregory, Our Irish Theatre 112)/' 
Nationalism demanded plays that worked to counter the 
stereotypical "stage Irishman" who had been a stock character 
on the English stage for well over two centuries, plays that 
showed, as Lady Gregory, W. B. Yeats, and Edward Martyn 
wrote in 1897, "that Ireland is not the home of buffoonery and 
easy sentiment, as it has been represented, but the home of an 
ancient idealism," and, perhaps most importantly, that 
presented an image of the noble Irish peasant woman, 
characters such as Yeats's oft-celebrated Cathleen ni 
Houlihan, who embodied an untarnished and heroic Irish 
ethos. (Gregory, Our Irish Theatre 9) 
Nora, in Synge's Shadow, is an Irish woman who is courageous enough to 
move away with someone else, rejecting the bindings of an unhappy 
marriage. Here, gender is the key factor that must be introduced. Elkins's 
and Roche's examination of patriarchy as it functions in the play is very 
useful. Though differing in their readings of Nora's final departure—Elkins 
suggests that Nora adopts the Tramp's imaginative language "to cut" 
domestic ties binding her to Dan (87) while Roche argues that Nora, having 
been passed from the care of Dan to the dubious protection of the Tramp, 
fails to transcend male control—the villain remains, for both critics, the 
"all-pervasiveness" of the patriarchy (150), a ubiquitous force working to 
hold female autonomy. 
'*' The audience's purported anger over the use of this word is based on 
Lady Gregory's telegram to Yeats insisting that he return immediately from 
Scotland: "Audience broke up in disorder at use of the word 'shift,'" she 
wrote. 26 January 1907; quoted in Lady Gregory's Our Irish Theatre. NY: 
Capricorn B, 1965. 112. 
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Dan Burke does his best to maintain the symbolic power of 
masculinity. He asks the tramp to "Put that stick here into the bed . . . ." 
(Synge, Plays 14), a stick which assures his masculine strength over Nora. 
In Shadow one discovers a simple, humble domestic space but a flesh 
and blood woman—the acting and speaking peasant female whose very 
existence exposes the injustices of an economically grounded system of 
patriarchy. The female's position as commodity within rural patriarchy is 
further highlighted during Nora's discussion with Michael regarding her 
present marital status and her prospects for future marriage. The dialogue 
represents an unconventional peasant female identity represented by Nora 
herself, a self-willed individual who desires more than a sham of a 
marriage: 
NORA {giving him his tea) . . . . I was a hard child to please, 
and a hard girl to please, and it's a hard woman I am to please 
this day, Micheal Dara, and it's no lie I'm telling you. 
(Synge, P/oy^ 18) 
But Michael's rhetorical question threatens the very existence of a peasant 
female in this world and reminds her that self-will and economic security 
are incompatible in this patriarchal system. He asks her, "Was it a hard 
woman to please you were when you took himself for your man?" (Synge, 
Plays 19). Here, Nora replies him to show that she knows the ways of the 
world: "What way would I live and I an old woman if I didn't marry a man 
with a bit of a farm, and cows on it, and sheep on the back hills?" (Synge, 
Plays 19). The present argument tries to establish Nora as a strong-willed 
woman and with deep moral values. She was keen to become a mother but 
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failed; still she did not leave her husband in his old age as she understood 
the responsibilities of a wife. She decided to go away with the tramp only 
when Dan compelled her to do so because of his own doubts. She 
understood the value of family-system and the safety a woman feels in her 
house, but was unhappy because she could not have any kids with Dan. As 
Rita Rhodes notes, "Without children, women had no bond to the patrilineal 
household" (88). For the rural Irish, a childless widow (according to Conrad 
Arensberg) 'is hardly regarded as having moved out of her own kindrid; she 
is buried, when she dies, not with her husband but with her father' (qtd. in 
Rhodes 109).'*^ Nora, also rejects Michael and says: 
Why would I marry you, Mike Dara? You'll be getting old 
and I'll be getting old, and in a little while I'm telling you, 
you'll be sitting up in your bed— t^he way himself was 
sitting—with a shake in your face, and your teeth falling, and 
the white hair sticking out round you like an old bush where 
sheep do be leaping a gap. {Dan Burke sits up noiselessly from 
under the sheet, with his hand to his face. His white hair is 
sticking out round his head.) (Synge, Plays 22) 
If she wanted only bodily pleasures in life, then she could have left her 
husband's house much before. Even her decision to go away with tramp 
who does not have any fortune to take good care of Nora, justifies the same 
thing. Her departure with the tramp suggests her return to Irish pagan life 
because in Gaelic Ireland women could seek divorce/separation as easily as 
^^ Arensberg, Conrad M., and Solon T. Kimball. Family and Community in 
Ireland. Gloucester: Peter Smith, 1961, 141. 
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men could and, when obtained on her petition, she kept all the property she 
had brought her husband during their marriage.'*'^ "'*'* 
As the audience rejected the theme of the play as if this kind of 
situation can never be a part of Ireland, John Butler Yeats, in an editorial 
defending Synge, says: 
"our Irish institution, the loveless marriage," a common 
enough situation in rural Ireland whereby women, faced with 
limited work opportunities and, due to material conditions, a 
substantially depleted pool of eligible men who owned 
property, married for financial security and not love. '^ ^ 
(qtd. in Hogan and Kilroy 76) 
If stereotyped roles that make up a nation's identity are perceived 
negatively by the 'ingroup' or 'outgroup,' an inadequate social identity 
develops. The same is the case with Synge's Playboy and Shadow. 
Christy's reception in a Mayo pub and Nora's departure from her husband's 
house, challenged the stereotypical roles of a virtuous people that the Irish 
audience could not accept. Now, set 'roles' in a social system become 
problematic. Can anyone always behave according to the socially 
acceptable roles? One may notice that the set-role practice in real life has 
been questioned by Synge in his plays, because people may or may not 
behave in the same way in different situations of life. However good a 
^^  Under Gaelic law, married women could hold property independent of 
their husbands and the tie between married women and their own families 
was kept intact. Couples could easily divorce/separate. These laws differed 
from most of contemporary Europe and from Church law. See Ginnell 
(1894). 
'" Kenny (2006). 
^^ Yeats, John Butler. "Ireland Out of the Dock." The United Irishman, 10 
October 1903, 2. 
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social structure may be, but people have their own individualities to take 
decisions in a given situation according to their own choice within set legal 
and social institutions. For example, a thief who intends to steal something 
cannot represent the whole society as being habitual of stealing and in the 
same way a noble person cannot ensure the same kind to be found all 
around the country. Even some of the Irish mythological stories and 
folklores have similar associations with negative episodes and flaws of 
people while on the other hand some have great influential virtues in them. 
Traditionally, however, "Irish nationalism had shown a surprising toleration 
of plays which satirize the loveless marriage. Indeed, such plays, beginning 
in the eighteenth century with The Midnight Court, have been performed in 
Ireland without such incident" (Greeneand Stephens 164). The poem, The 
Midnight Court or Cuirt An Mhedn Oiche, written in 1780 by Brian 
Merriman,''^ is basically a 'vision poem'. The poem describes a dream in 
which the poet is dragged to a trial where women of Ireland accuse the men 
of general foot-dragging and lame bedroom performance. 
191 0 Lady of Craiglea, you must assess 
192 The extent of Irish women's distress, 
193 How, if the men continue with their ways, 
194 Alas, women will have to make the plays 
195 By the time the men are disposed to wed 
196 They're no longer worth our while to bed 
197 And it'll be no fun to lie below 
198 Those old men who are so weak and slow. 
'*'' Brian Merriman or in Irish Brian Mac Giolla Meidhre (c 1749 - July 27, 
1805) was an Irish language poet and teacher. His single surviving work of 
substance, the 1000-line long Cuirt An Mhedn Oiche {The Midnight Court) 
is widely regarded as the greatest comic poem in the history of Irish 
literature. <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brian_Merriman>. 
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(Merriman showhouse.com) 
The poem further accuses Irish men saying that they are unworthy of their 
spirited womenfolk. As marriages are not taking place, the population is 
falling. Single men are indecisive about their masculinity and due to this 
maidens are withering. A young woman addresses the court, blaming men 
for waiting to marry until they become unable for a wholesome marriage. 
She proposes, among other things, that priests should marry. She turns 
against the shrivelled old man who defends men by abusing her. The old 
man denounces the promiscuity of young women in general, suggesting that 
the young woman who spoke before them was conceived by a Tinker, 
illicitly. He vividly describes the infidelity of his own young wife. The 
young woman, however, is infuriated by the old man's words and is barely 
restrained from physically attacking him. She mocks his inability to fulfil 
his marital duties with his young wife, saying that she was a homeless 
beggar who married him to avoid starvation. She vividly argues that if his 
wife has taken a lover, she well deserves one. She then calls for the 
abolition of priestly celibacy, alleging that priests would otherwise make 
wonderful husbands and fathers. In the meantime, however, she keeps 
trying to attract an older man in the hope that her humiliation of being an 
old maid will finally end. Aoibheall, judge and fairy queen, delivers a 
verdict against the men and just at that moment, Merriman (the poet), in 
terror, wakes up. 
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The language of the poem is essentially the everyday Munster Irish 
of the time. Cuirt An Mhedn Oiche, in its frank and satirical treatment of 
sexuality, ironic parody of the battle of the sexes, and its biting social 
commentary, is a unique document in the history of Irish poetry in either 
language. It is full of information about spells, folklore and eighteenth 
century rural life as well as matters revolving around marriage, sex, 
population, women's rights, births outside marriage and clerical celibacy. It 
was never written down by its author and preserved, like much Gaelic 
poetry, in an oral format. It was first published in 1850 in an edition by the 
Irish scholar John O'Daly. O'Connor's translation, which is perhaps the 
most popular, was banned in Ireland by the Censorship Board in 1946, 
because of the sexual frankness of the content. In recent years, Merriman's 
poem and other Gaelic satires have heavily influenced the writings of 
several modem Irish writers like Seamus Heaney, who in a 1993 lecture on 
Merriman's life and work, declared. 
Perhaps I can convey the ongoing reality of the poem's life 
more simply by recollecting a Saturday evening last August 
when I had the privilege of unveiling a memorial to Brian 
Merriman on the shore of Lough Graney in Co. Clare, where 
the opening scene of 'The Midnight Court' is set. The 
memorial is a large stone quarried from a hill overlooking the 
lake, and the opening lines are carved on it in Irish. The 
people who attended the ceremony were almost all from the 
local district, and were eager to point out the exact comer of 
the nearby field where the poet had run his hedge school, and 
the spot on the lough shore where he had fallen asleep and had 
his vision. (Heaney en.wikipedia.org) 
Seamus Heaney rightly points out that to watch the performance of the play 
The Midnight Court (which was based on the poem Cuirt An Mhedn Oiche), 
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'almost all from the local district' had arrived. From his remarks one may 
assume that the Irish audience viewed the performance of such frank and 
satirical content on stage without any trouble, while Synge's plays had 
received a nightmarish response from the same audience in the past. It 
happened, may be, because of the changing national consciousness of the 
Irish people in modern times which certainly brought about some changes 
in their outlook to view and accept things. 
In Synge's Playboy, Christy's attempt to kill his father, and in 
Shadow, Nora's decision to go away with a man whom she is not married 
to, are indeed 'immoral' for the Irish people, yet Synge's attempt can be 
taken as to open up new ways to view modern drama in Ireland by stirring 
the Irish national consciousness. In Synge's plays, one may sense freedom 
from the clutches of British colonial rule on the Irish stage. To revive pagan 
Ireland, its mythology, culture, and law, his characters make a return to the 
traditional Celtic roots. The present chapter has described the celebrating 
atmosphere of safety from English law in the pub of Michael James 
Flaherty and Nora's return to old pagan life with tramp among birds and 
trees after separating from her husband. What P. W. Joyce said in his 
preface to A Smaller Social History of Ancient Ireland, also holds true in the 
case of J.M.Synge, that: 
I have tried to present here a true picture of ancient Irish life, 
neither over-praising nor depreciating. I have not magnified 
what was worthy of commendation, nor suppressed, nor 
unwarrantably toned down, features that told unfavourably for 
the people: for though I love the honour of Ireland well, I love 
truth better. (Joyce xiii) 
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Synge's Plays in the Context of Irish Literary Revival: A 
Conclusion 
Synge as Playwright: Staging 'Everything Irish' 
One of the most important playwrights of the Irish Renaissance, John 
Millington Synge is now receiving renewed attention as his works are being 
re-read in light of the political and cultural contexts of his time. In the 
present thesis, it has been argued that his plays are far more deeply rooted, 
thematically and aesthetically, in the ancient native literature than was 
previously believed. It demonstrates that Synge borrowed mythological 
themes and pagan ideology from the ancient Irish culture and used them in 
his plays to serve his nationalistic viewpoint. Synge rejects those 
nationalists who, he believed, were embracing 'foreign influences* that 
were drowning Ireland in conservative values. The present study also 
suggests that for Synge, these 'foreign influences' include some tenets of 
the Christian faith, which eventually turned against his country's native 
religion. The raison d'etre of this thesis has been to propose an assessment 
or interpretation of Synge's use of Irish mythology, folklore and pagan 
outlook (unfavourable for Christian practitioners) with the help of his 
peasant characters in his plays. To revive the glory of the ancient Irish 
Celts, their beliefs and ritualistic practices, Synge has portrayed mostly 
those incidents in his dramas which strongly present influences of the Celtic 
mythology and folklore. His peasant characters are based on real people he 
met with in Wicklow and the Aran islands. 
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He found in the Aran Islands and Connemara and 
Wicklow a peasantry which was perfect material for drama as 
he had come to beheve it should be written; or rather, 
acquaintance with the people awakened in him a perception of 
the sort of material the dramatist must use if his art is to be 
both human and beautiful. 
In this people, as he saw it—and he had no sentimentality 
to mar his vision—the god and the beast were mixed in just 
proportions.... (Bickley 25) 
In all the four chapters of the study, we have considered what these Aran 
people provided Synge with; but now, in Chapter Five "Synge's Plays in 
the Context of Irish Literary Revival: A Conclusion" we pay attention to the 
things Synge actually brought to the islands and contributed in the 'Irish 
Literary Revival'. Synge was particularly and peculiarly qualified to be an 
ideal observer of the Aran people, their language, culture and religion: 
Synge first studied Irish while he was a student at Trinity 
College, Dublin, from 1888 to 1892. Irish was part of the 
curriculum for those under-graduates who were intended for a 
ministry in the Church of Ireland. Both sides of Synge's 
family had produced Anglican bishops in the past; but Synge 
soon abandoned evangelical Protestantism.' 
("Synge and the Irish Language" syngecycle.com) 
As already mentioned in Chapter One, Introduction of the present thesis, 
Synge had always been a very introverted child and young man. He actually 
cultivated this solitude for his entire life. There are only a few people who 
really knew Synge well like John Masefield and Stephen MacKenna. 
Masefield wrote: "I do not know what Synge thought. I don't believe 
anybody knew, or thinks he knows (Greene 15)." 
The Aran people, similarly, were leading a life completely isolated 
from the rest of the Irish people. It was not at all easy to get to the islands 
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and from there back to the mainland. They sailed according to the tide and 
were dependent on the weather and condition of the sea. The Aran people 
were still virtually cut off from life on the Irish mainland. Only younger 
people, especially the men, went to the mainland relatively often to attend 
the fairs. Women, especially the older ones, spent their entire life on the 
islands. Donna Gerstenberger asserts that Synge was the ideal person to 
observe and understand the people on the Aran Islands: 
Synge had acquired before his journey to the islands the habit 
of isolation - Physical, spiritual, and social - that enabled him 
to record and evaluate the lives of a people physically isolated 
from the rest of the world, spiritually and socially cut off from 
the world beyond the separating sea, a separation that Synge 
was ideally equipped to observe and understand. 
(Gerstenberger 3) 
Synge's interest in Ireland and Irish culture, however, had been very strong 
since his early youth and was by no means a recent development. Synge 
himself says: 
Soon after I had relinquished the Kingdom of God I began to 
take a real interest in the Kingdom of Ireland. My politics 
went round from a vigorous and unreasoning loyalty to a 
temperate Nationalism, (qtd. in Watson 37) 
Synge's chosen solitude was already well developed when he decided to go 
to the Aran Islands. Synge, throughout his entire life, never really belonged 
to a group of people or a movement and it can be fairly assumed that it was 
because he decided to trust only his own judgment of situations. It was for 
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that reason that he resigned from the GaeUc League"*^  shortly after he had 
entered it: 
I wish to work in my own way for the cause of Ireland, and I 
shall never be able to do so if I get mixed up with a 
revolutionary or semi-revolutionary movement. (Casey 7) 
Synge's idea of life in general and his own situation in particular then was 
already well organised before he went to the Aran Islands. The islands 
provided him with a means to express his own self Synge found on the 
islands an outside world similar to his own situation and the accurate means 
of composing his plays to revive ancient Irish mythology and folklore. He 
found on the islands, as W.B. Yeats said, "among forgotten people a mirror 
for his bitterness" (Gerstenberger 2). 
Along with this first and most important aspect Synge found on the 
Aran Islands something that became the characterising feature of his plays. 
He found in the islands the language to express his attitude and the attitudes 
of the Irish people. The language he discovered there was an English 
spoken by native Irish speakers, which resembled Irish intonation, syntax, 
and in parts also vocabulary. Synge, by using this style, avoided the 
problem that many of the other writers within the Irish Literary Revival 
had; most of them were no native Irish speakers, their Irish was indeed very 
poor. Therefore they either wrote in English or they used a very artificial 
^'^ The Gaelic League' or 'Conradh na Gaeilge' was founded in Dublin on 
31 July 1893 by Douglas Hyde with the help of Eugene O'Growney, Eoin 
MacNeill, Thomas O'Neill Russell and others with the aim of restoring the 
Irish language. The organisation was developed from Ulick Bourke's earlier 
Gaelic Union and became the leading institution promoting the Gaelic 
Revival, carrying on efforts like the publishing of the Gaelic Journal. 
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Irish, which in Synge's and also in Yeats' views was even worse than using 
no Irish at all. Wrhing in 'ordinary' English, however, was considered 
inappropriate as well because the 'English point of view' would thereby be 
maintained and an Irish cultural identity in opposition to the English 
identity (which had been imposed on the Irish) could not be achieved. One 
could go as far, therefore, as to state that Synge provided the Irish with their 
own literary language. He first used this new language in his book The Aran 
Islands recording conversations among the Aran people, the fairy tales that 
were narrated to him by the old men from the islands, and of course Martin 
Macdonough's (his instructor of the Irish language on the Aran Islands) 
letters, which he translated word for word from the Irish. The Aran Islands 
then provided Synge with a setting, an idiom, and a language to express his 
attitudes towards life in general and Irish life in particular. These islands 
were therefore not least a source for almost all of his plays. Synge had 
argued in his 'Preface' to The Playboy of the Western World that all art is a 
collaboration. Four years after his death. Lady Gregory said : 
He tells what he owes to that collaboration with the people. . . 
. The return to the people, the reunion after separation, the 
taking and giving again, is it not the perfect circle, the way of 
nature, the eternal wedding ring? (142-43) 
Ann Saddlemyer writes that Synge's "simplicity of design, developed for 
the most part in Synge's two shorter plays, combined to create the style of 
acting and production which became known as 'the Abbey method'" (xv). 
With this quick and clever remark, Saddlemyer makes a connection 
between Synge's dramatic texts and the early Abbey style. Most scholars 
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have assumed that William G. Fay was the creator of the Abbey style, as he 
was the Abbey's company manager (main stage director) from 1902 (even-
before the building of the Abbey Theatre could open) to 1908. But rather 
than William, it was his brother Frank who was the theorist behind the 
style. Synge and Frank Fay were friends and Synge often tutored Fay in 
French at his home (Synge, Letters 308-309). Unlike his brother, Frank Fay 
was an ardent nationalist'*^ and a self taught scholar of Western theatre 
history (Colum "Early Days" 64). He, of course had no native theatre 
tradition in his country to examine and to build his theories upon. He 
eagerly studied independent theatres, such as Paris's Theatre-Libre and 
London's Independent Theatre that flourished around the close of 
nineteenth century. While these theatres provided inspiration to Fay in the 
sense of starting an Irish theatre in Dublin, it was mainly his knowledge of 
French theatre that helped him to develop his theories. Synge, also, started 
writing his plays under the influence of the Norwegian playwright Ibsen 
and the theatre in Paris while moving towards writing solely Irish plays 
(Ritschel 75). Thus, it may be suggested that Synge and Frank Fay's 
friendship was indicative of a somewhat shared theatrical philosophy to 
present 'non-English' influence on their Irish plays. 
The involvement of Synge with the staging of his plays gives us a 
glimpse of this particular style in regard to the performance of his plays. 
*' A less inflammatory nationalist Padraic Colum recalled that William Fay 
"was less nationalistic than Frank and might have been content to go on 
playing comedy and farce" ("Early Days" 64). 
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The 'chanting' style of the actors while delivering dialogue helped Synge to 
produce a non-English atmosphere in his plays. The actors were well 
trained by Fay, and Nic Shiubhlaigh specified that "To Frank Fay must go 
the credit of training the actors. Without Willie Fay there might never have 
been an Irish theatre company, without Frank Fay there might never have 
been competent one" (qtd. in Ritschel 74). Synge, according to Ann 
Saddlemyer, created "his own Syngesong" in his plays—almost a musical 
score forged by the words and silences ("Synge's SoundScape" 181). 
W. B. Yeats was convinced with Fay's style as early as 1899 that 
verse should not be merely spoken, but "rather chanted" as "the old poem 
were probably chanted by bards" of ancient Ireland ("Plans and Methods" 
7). Synge, though, like Yeats believed that chanting had ties with the Irish 
native culture but his approach towards its usage in drama was certainly 
different from Yeats. 
His sense of that culture was not tied to Yeats's dreamy 
perception. Synge saw the dignity, or possibility of such, in 
the people, while Yeats could only imagine it in the past. . . . 
Arguably, the Fay style supported Synge's plays and therefore 
Synge's portrayed perception of the Irish: their deliberate 
speaking, restrained movements, and their nature as character 
types. (Ritschel 80-82) 
In his drama, he modelled his characters after real peasants without altering 
their way of speaking and the selection of words while conveying their 
thoughts: 
Character, situation and language he thus borrowed from 
actual life, improving and embellishing them, but never 
ahering their essence. His plays are never symbolical, his 
Singh 228 
characters never projections of his own moods and ideas, as 
with MaeterHnck or Mr. Yeats. (Bickley 20) 
Thus, it can be summed up that Synge's made use of Irish language and 
style to portray reality and to provide the old Celtic feel through his plays. 
Declan Kiberd also states: 
Synge's impact on Irish drama is obvious enough. He didn't 
invent the idea of an Irish linguistic mode in the theatre, but 
he made it theatrical. 
("Synge and the Irish Language" syngecycle.com) 
Treatment of Christianity, Paganism, Myth and Folklore in Synge's 
Plays: Key Ideas of the Study 
Synge's entry into the theatrical world of Dublin was by no means 
triumphant one. Almost all his major plays, at first, failed to attract the 
audience and his The Shadow of the Glen and Playboy of the Western 
World, were received with indifference and hostility. 
Satires, on Irish town life, such as Mr. George Moore's 
Bending of the Bough, could be tolerated, but satire on the 
Irish peasantry the time-honoured idol of sentimentalists was 
in no wise to be borne. The favourable comparison between 
Irish women and the women of England or Scotland in the 
matter of chastity, was a trump card in the hands of the 
Nationalists. Here was a writer who seemed to call it in 
question; such a thing was impolitic, if no worse. It goes 
without saying that Synge had no desire to lower his 
compatriots in the eyes of the world. But if he had only found 
one unchaste woman in the four provinces and had thought 
her the right stuff for drama he would have dramatised her; or 
if he had found none, he would have invented one had his 
purpose required it. For he was an artist before he was a 
Nationalist, and a very long way before. The political question 
did not exist for the dramatist. But to the majority of Irishmen 
art still means a political pamphlet. 
. . . the demonstration against The Playboy of the Western 
World, in which a man who is supposed to have killed his 
father is admired as a hero. . . . According to "The Freeman's 
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Journal" it was "calumny gone raving mad." That active body 
of extreme Nationalists, Sinn Fein, declared war, and at the 
second performance there was an organised interruption. 
(Bickley 15-16) 
Hence in the present study an attempt has been made to explore Synge's 
quest for the essential national identity in Ireland by presenting the 
authentic Irish elements in his plays to stir Irish national consciousness. The 
story of Synge's reputation in Ireland is one of the most painful and 
discreditable chapters in the country's cultural history. For many years, 
from the hostile reception accorded to his first staged play, he was criticised 
and reviled by the critics and distrusted by theatregoers, who boycotted his 
plays on Dublin stage until long after the dramatist's death in 1909. As late 
as 1971, in a volume commemorating the centenary of Synge's birth, Alan 
Price was forced to confirm the judgment of the Irish critic Roger McHugh 
that "the best literary criticism of our modern writers in English has been 
written mainly by writers outside Ireland'" (qtd. in Bushrui 294). Alan Price 
also added to this saying that in Synge criticism, "from the Irish there is 
almost nothing" (qtd. in Bushrui 294). This state of virtual disinterest (if not 
hosfility in Ireland) certainly persisted unfil 1971, 62 years after the 
dramatist's death. 
. . . indeed, the centenary celebrafions themselves promoted 
in his native land radical critical revaluations whose 
reverberations continue to be felt in scholarly and creafive 
writings there. In J.M. Synge: Centenary Papers 1971 Sean 
O'Tuama, Sean O'Suilleabhain, Alan J. Bliss and Seumas 
Deane undertake positive explorations of Synge's relationship 
with a national literature, his skilful use of Irish folklore and, 
most notably, creation of a carefully and knowledgeably 
crafted dialect of Anglo-Irish. Subsequently, Declan Kiberd's 
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detailed and authoritative study, Synge and the Irish Tradition 
(1979), revealed even more conclusively how sensitive was 
the playwright's understanding of the Irish language, how 
painstaking his study of early Irish Literature, and how 
dedicated his attempts to shape and mould written and spoken 
forms into a new form of dialect. (Ayling 20) 
Chapter One, Introduction, in the present study, introduces the native Irish 
culture and highlights the key traits of the Celtic mythology and folklore. It, 
then, discusses the various foreign invasions of Ireland, their influence on 
the Irish country life and subsequent destruction of Irish cultural heritage 
which resulted in the 'dark ages' of Irish culture. With the arrival of 
Christianity in Ireland in the fourth and fifth centuries AD, the native pagan 
religion of Ireland suffered a fatal blow and most of the pagan population 
was converted into Christianity. Irish struggle to preserve its literary wealth 
could have proved futile because Druids (Cehic learned people) left no 
written document about their religion and culture, but fortunately the 
Christian monks had written it down and thus the records of early Celtic 
literature survive. Though we find the largest number of recorded material 
in Ireland yet we may not trust its Celtic originality because its writers are 
from different cultures and their influence on their writings cannot be 
ignored. The chapter also attempts to provide few details on the New 
Theatre Movement, started in Ireland in Synge's times to glorify the rich 
Celtic past. Though Synge's contemporaries had already brought folk 
elements and lyricism of the Celtic past to the Irish theatre but it was only 
with him that the Irish audiences found a new sort of folk realism and Celtic 
poetic fervour in drama. 
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In Chapter Two "Synge's Treatment of Christianity and Paganism: 
Return to the Primitive World of Rituals," the attempt is to throw light on 
ancient paganism and the arrival of Christianity in Ireland. It discusses the 
dilemma of Irish peasants to choose a 'peaceful' way of life between 
Christianity and paganism as reflected in Synge's plays. This dilemma has 
been summarised by Synge in a famous line from his play The Well of the 
Saints, which says: 'The lord protect us from the saints of God' (Synge, 
Plays 116). The argument presented here is that Synge's attempt to revive 
the pagan 'primitiveness', which he perceived as being the actual guiding 
force behind the everyday life of the islanders during his stay in the Aran 
Islands and Wicklow, is justified in his plays. For example, in Riders to the 
Sea, Maurya, a primitive rustic woman, has a vision of his last son's death 
when she sees him riding on a red mare near the spring well. She also sees 
the apparition of her already dead son Michael, riding behind Bartley, on a 
grey pony. It appears from her reaction that the incident was definitely 
ominous and Hartley's life was in danger. In Celtic paganism there are 
many deities associated vvith the pony and horse. One such mythological 
figure is 'pooka,' who is a shape changing creature usually seen in the form 
of a horse and leads travellers to their death. Again we notice Maurya's 
inclination towards paganism when she says "No man at all can be living 
forever, and we must be satisfied" (Synge, Plays 52). Here, she gives us a 
hint of the very pagan belief in the existence of the 'Otherworld'. The burial 
practices of some Celfic pagans include burying food, weapons, and 
Singh 232 
ornaments with the dead thus suggesting a belief in life after death (Cunliffe 
208-10). But this afterlife does not suggest existence of human souls in 
heaven or hell as believed in Christianity but some Irish pagans have 
equated this afterlife with the realms known as 'Mag Mell''*^ and 'Tir na 
nOg'^" (Celtic 'Otherworld') in Irish mythology. 
There is no proof at all that the pagan Irish believed in a life 
after death. Nor did they much care for the Christian heaven 
about which St. Patrick preached. They thought it very sad 
and grave and quiet, not suited to fierce warriors, and there are 
remaining a large number of poems, called Ossianic Poems, in 
which Oisin, the son of Finn, who was a poet, is represented 
as arguing with St. Patrick about his teaching. He says that the 
combats, and feasts, and hunting to which the Fianna were 
accustomed were far finer things than fasting and prayers and 
psalm-singing, and that the wide hospitality of Finn was better 
than the rigorous life of a Christian monk. No doubt these 
poems really express the feeling of many of the people to 
whom the missionaries taught a new way of life, and a new 
ideal. . . . They thought that some favored mortals could go 
away into a fairy-land of palaces and music, of beautiful men 
and women, and could afterwards come back again to earth 
and go on with their natural life. This land was called Tir na n-
Og or the Land of Youth, because no one there ever grew old; 
or sometimes Magh Mell, the Plain of Pleasures, because it 
was so sweet and rich. (Hull 85) 
If one believes in the afterlife then one can show resignation in the face of 
death and be satisfied, not only because death is inescapable, but because 
"^^ In Irish mythology, Mag Mell means "'land of joy." It was a mythical 
realm achievable through death and/or glory. It was similar to the fields of 
Elysium in Greek mythology and was accessible only to a select few. Mag 
Mell's allure extended from the pagan era to Christian times. See 
MacKillop(1998). 
°^ Tir na nOg ("Land of the Young") is the most popular of the Otherworlds 
in Irish mythology. It is perhaps best known from the story of Oisin, the 
Irish hero, who was said to have been brought there by Niamh. It was where 
the Tuatha De Danann settled when they left Ireland's surface, and was 
visited by some of Ireland's greatest heroes. See MacKillop (1998). 
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death is the beginning of everlasting life. We also notice Maurya's another 
daughter Cathleen asking Nora if the priest would stop Bartley from going 
to the sea; on this Nora replies: 
NORA. "I won't stop him," says he; "but let you not be afraid. 
Herself does be saying prayers half through the night, and 
the Almighty God won't leave her destitute," says he, " 
with no son living." (Synge, Plays 32) 
But we notice that against the malevolent power of the pagan sea-god, the 
priest's faith does not bless Bartley and he finally drowns in the sea. 
Maurya too questions the words of the young priest: 
NORA. Didn't the young priest say the Almighty God won't 
leave her destitute with no son living ? 
MAURYA {in a low voice, but clearly). It's little the like of 
him knows of the sea.. . . (Synge, Plays 45) 
In Synge's dramas one can notice that Christianity is troubled by the deeply 
pagan emotion which Synge was always quick to detect beneath the surface 
of Aran Catholicism. His plays are skilfully drafted around the concept of 
'return to the primitive world of rituals' and negation of the 'forced' 
religious practices of the 'other' religion. Synge was well aware of this fact 
and that is why, he mitially stopped the performance of his play The 
Tinker's Wedding, largely because of a scene where a priest is tied up in a 
sack. According to him, this scene, as he wrote to the publisher Elkin 
Mathews in 1905, would probably upset '"a good many of our Dublin 
friends" (Smith xviii). The present study also suggests that the Christian 
Church was not only less generous to its pagan forerunners in Ireland, but 
also mutilated their Celtic deities. Synge, in his plays, made ample use of 
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the old Irish pagan beliefs lo revive the lost glor}-- of the Celtic religion and 
in doing so he adopted a modem outlook which hurt the Christian feelings 
of many. But, here, one must not forget that his writings are inspired from 
his actual experiences in the Aran Islands. Synge did not invent anything 
himself; rather he used the beliefs of the 'essentially pagan' people to serve 
his purpose through the plays. 
Synge's growing interest in old Irish myths and folklore to rekindle 
the glory of Celtic Ireland through his plays, has been discussed in Chapter 
Three "The 'Syngean' World of Mythology and Folklore: Ardour for Irish 
Myths and Legends". The chapter focuses on the fact that Synge had made 
ample use of the Irish mythology and folklore in his plays to revive the 
diminishing Celtic literature in his own unique way. Some of the major 
Irish mythological deities, legends and fairy-people are mentioned in the 
chapter whose major characteristics are either shared by Synge's characters 
in his plays or the peasants believe in some of the customs related to them. 
Some similarities with certain Celtic folklore are also traced in Synge's 
plays and have been mentioned in the chapter. His play Deirdre of the 
Sorrows is based on an Irish folklore and apart from this many incidents are 
similar to old mythology and folklore. The chapter is an attempt to interpret 
myths and folklore in his plays because unlike other revivalists, his plays 
are not wholly based on the mythic structure (except his last and unfinished 
Deirdre of the Sorrows). Synge has made use of only those mythological 
and folkloric patterns which were present in the conversations and actions 
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of the peasants as Synge himself noticed during his Aran visits. The theme 
of The Well of the Saints is highly fantastic, and Deirdre of the Sorrows is 
based on an Irish legendary character. Riders to the Sea is famous for 
Maurya's vision and the Playboy of the Western World appears to be a 
parody of great ancient myths. Except for his last, unfinished play Deirdre 
of the Sorrows, however, Synge did not choose to employ a myth-structure 
which was readily available and had already served dramatists like Yeats. 
He was not willing to sacrifice, even in Deirdre of the Sorrows, unique, 
individual, psychological drama for something "Cuchulainoid" or "spring-
dayish'X Greene and Stephens 157). Unlike Yeats and AE, Synge does not 
romanticise the theme and carries it to the atmosphere of dream-land. She is 
a heroine of real life, full of passions and real blood and above all she too 
struggles helplessly against fate like any other character in Synge's plays. 
Myth is never permitted to obscure the drama of the individual in Synge's 
plays. It is incorporated, as it were, into an individual's conscious or 
intuitive being. He believed that the Irish Theatre should not be based 
wholly upon mythology and fantasy. He wrote to Stephen MacKenna: 
I do not believe in the possibility of 'a purely fantastic, 
unmodern, ideal, breezy, spring-dayish, Cuchulainoid 
National Theatre'. . . no drama can grow out of anything other 
than the fundamental realities of life which are never fantastic, 
are neither modern nor unmodern and, as I see them, rarely 
spring-dayish, or breezy or Cuchulainoid. (Greene and 
Stephens 157) 
The present thesis aims to justify the fact that the common Irish islander's 
belief in mythology and folklore is firm and its significance in Synge's 
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plays cannot be negated. Synge's interest in the occult, dreams and 
premonitions helped him to understand the fairy lore of the country people. 
Synge never interfered with the views of his characters which were 
delineated on the basis of real primitive community because their 
experiences provided the best test to reality. The people were nearer to the 
primary truth because they were closer to nature. Irish peasants are a vehicle 
in conveying old Celtic myths because they are the modern practitioners of 
what had existed before. As their beliefs are still the same, their 
counterparts in Synge's plays do justify the usage of old mythical beliefs 
and folklore of Ireland. Tales about the likelihood of being kidnapped by 
fairies on certain days were connected to rituals of protection, such as 
wearing clothes backwards and carrying iron pins in the scarf In the play 
The Shadow of the Glen, Nora leaves the tramp alone with her dead 
husband, and goes outside to call someone for help; but before she could 
go, the tramp asks her for a needle: 
TRAMP [moving uneasily]. Maybe if you'd a piece of a grey 
thread and a sharp needle there's great safety in a needle, 
lady of the house I'd be putting a little stitch here and 
there in my old coat, the time I'll be praying for his soul, 
and it going up naked to the saints of God. 
NORA [takes a needle and thread from the front of her dress 
and gives it to him]. There's the needle, stranger, and I'm 
thinking you won't be lonesome.... (Synge, Plays 11) 
This very act of using charms against fairies reminds us of a popular 
folklore of Tara, in Ireland which is a tale about a shoemaker and his wife 
who lived near Moat Knowth, and their first child was taken by the queen 
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of the fairies who lived inside the moat, and a little leprechaun left in its 
place. The same exchange was made when the second child was bom. At 
the birth of the third child the fairy queen came again and ordered one of 
her three servants to take the child; but the child could not be moved 
because of a great beam of iron, too heavy to lift, which lay across the 
baby's breast. The second servant and then the third failed like the first, and 
the queen herself could not move the child. The mother being short of pins 
had used a needle to fasten the child's clothes, and that was what appeared 
to the fairies as a beam of iron, for it was believed that there was virtue in 
steel in those days (Evans-Wentz 35). 
Chapter Three thus, attempts to justify by drawing various examples 
of Irish myths and folklore and their similarity with several incidents and 
rituals presented in Synge's plays, that Synge did make ample use of Irish 
mythology and folklore in his plays with the help of his peasant characters. 
By doing so, he has made a successful attempt to revive Celtic mythology. 
As Donna Gerstenberger writes, "There is nothing, that is extraneous; there 
is nothing that is without meaning in a total pattern . . ." (45). Here, the 
limitation of the present study is noticeable. Although a considerable body 
of evidence do exist in the form of inscriptions to Celtic deities in Ireland in 
which Celtic influence had existed. From a study of any of the main 
sources, it would not be possible to judge the nature of Celtic Mythology. 
By considering evidence other than the purely mythological the chance of 
Singh 238 
error is minimised, although complete certainty of interpretation is not 
possible in the study of any mythology remote in time. 
In Chapter Four "Synge's Role in Shaping the Irish national 
Consciousness: A Question on the Round Table," the social significance of 
his plays is examined through the examples of Irish National Theatre and 
Irish society's mutually-affective relationship and the non-receptiveness of 
Sj^nge's dramas by the Irish society. The study analyses the rich usage of 
Irish mythology, folklore, pagan beliefs and rituals in his plays in the 
context of Irish literary revival and thus to position Irish identity. 
The chapter gives an understanding of how different patterns of Irish 
national consciousness co-exist in Synge's plays and how Synge has played 
a significant role in the ancient Irish cultural revival by portraying islanders 
with their 'primitive' faith. Despite being primitive, his characters exude 
modem outlook to life. The analysis identifies the importance of different 
storylines of Synge's major plays through which he has tried to position 
Irish identity. The analysis also focuses to identify that Synge, through his 
dramas, has made an attempt to bring in a new wave of modernisation in 
Ireland which can be achieved by returning to native Irish traditions. For 
example in The Shadow of the Glen, Nora's decision to go away with a man 
to whom she is not married, is indeed 'immoral' for some, yet Synge's 
attempt can be seen as one to open up new ways to view Ireland by Nora's 
return to old pagan life with the tramp after separating from her husband as 
their marriage was not working out. Here it must be mentioned that in 
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Gaelic Ireland women could seek separation as easily as men could and, 
when obtained on her petition, she kept all the property she had brought her 
husband during their marriage/''^^ 
An understanding of the Irish Revival of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century, makes it necessary for one to study literature written 
about Irish peasants, because one central idea of the Celtic renaissance was 
to revivify the old Irish culture which was still practised by the rural 
peasants. The literary treatment of the peasant played a crucial and 
controversial role in the emerging sense of Irish national consciousness in 
the early twentieth century. In their own different ways, W. B. Yeats and J. 
M. Synge, the two most important figures of the Irish literary Revival, were 
engaged in this movement. Yeats and Synge had different but 
complementary ways of looking at Irish peasants and it helped them to 
establish a new sense of culture and linguistic identity in Ireland by 
transforming Irish folklore into art and by capturing the rhythms of the 
Anglo-Irish dialect. Synge was concerned with the peasants of his time, 
especially those he met in Wicklow, Kerry, and Connemara and on the Aran 
Islands. Deborah Fleming writes in the introduction of her book, A Man 
Who Does Not Exist: The Irish Peasant in the Work of W. B. Yeats and J. 
M. Synge that Yeats saw the peasants as "inheritors of Celtic tradition" 
'^ Under Gaelic law, married women could hold property independent of 
their husbands and the tie between married women and their own families 
was kept intact. Couples could easily divorce/separate. These laws differed 
from most of contemporary Europe and from Church law. See Ginnell 
(1894). 
^^  Kennv (2006). 
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whose folklore and legends were essential for the development of national 
literature. Synge celebrated what he saw "as the robustness and spirit of the 
country people" and "realized the literary potential of the peasant's culture" 
as it "represented a mystical and virtuous tradition" (Fleming 1). That 
culture "suffered from nineteenth-century imperialism and from the 
degradation of modern times; yet, even though their way of life was 
threatened by the outside world, the country people displayed courage and 
the ability to endure" (Fleming 1). 
One of the aims of the writers of the Irish Revival, including W. B. 
Yeats and J. M. Synge, was to reacquaint the Irish people with their lost 
culture, to restore to Ireland its sense of national unity through literature; 
that is, through themes borrowed from Irish Folklore and the ancient heroic 
stories. Interest in the customs and stories of Irish country people had been 
increasing throughout the nineteenth century, especially after the Great 
Potato Famine (1845 and 1852). The Revivalists sought to use the 
folkloristic and mythic heritage in order to influence the development of a 
new national culture, what Yeats called sealing "with the right image the 
soft wax before it began to harden" (qtd. In Fleming 8). Synge held all art to 
be collaboration: and he paid his debt of acknowledgment to the racy 
speech of these servant-girls, and his wider debt to the folk-imagination of 
herds and fishermen on the coasts, and to beggar-women and ballad -singers 
on the roads. He had admiration for the Elizabethan dramatist, working with 
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an imaginative fever upon him, but yet staying to use words and phrases as 
he heard them from his own folk about him at the dinner-table. 
Synge lived very close to life, where it was rich and wild in 
reality, A friend who walked with him in the West writes of 
him as a man who must have read a great deal at one time, but 
whom you would not often see with a book in his hand. 
(Howe 102) 
Synge's vision of a new birth for Ireland is echoed in his plays. History 
reveals to him the loss of his land and his drama reveals to his successors 
the Irish psyche—their desire for their lost land. To regain what they have 
lost Synge thought of Cehic revival in tracing his own country's tradition 
but he was far less understood at home when he was alive. He remained a 
kind of enigma till death: 
Pushed around by debate for the rest of his life, Synge 
nevertheless was the first playwright to achieve European 
reputation. He achieved dual background of working in the 
theatre first as a perfomier and composer. In addition to this 
his vast literary formal study at the Sorbonne, he had further 
equipped himself with considerable understanding and 
knowledge about the qualities of peasant life, as he was eager 
to make transition from Paris to Aran. 
If his plays are examined in the perspective of this dual 
background, his work will certainly appear not just the efforts 
of a young playwright desperate to don 'Celtic spirit in native 
costume', but as the natural and certain reflection of the 
aesthetic ambience of his times. (Chattopadhyay 98) 
John Millington Synge was a revolutionary playwright during a 
transformative period in Irish history. His gift, however, was not that of 
uniting people in a common cause. Synge's genius was provocative, 
disturbing, and challenging. As W. B. Yeats put it so vividly: 'He loves all 
that has edge, all that is salt in the mouth, all that is rough to the hand, all 
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that heightens the emotions by contest.' Despite this, or rather because of it, 
Synge can lay claim to be the true laureate of the Irish cultural revival 
("Synge and the Dublin of his Time" syngecycle.com). Thus one may sum 
up: 
Like all who truly express themselves, he expressed his 
country, he expressed mankind; but being a certain type of 
Irishman, and a certain type of man, he expressed Ireland and 
mankind only as he saw them, or saw himself in them. His 
plays are Ireland; they are mankind; above all, they are Synge. 
(Bourgeois 247) 
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